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ABSTRACT 


FROM MONUMENT TO MOVEMENT: RENENGAGING 
THE BLACK CHURCH THROUGH COMMUNITY, 
COLLABORATION, ADVOCACY AND ACTION 


by 

Albert Bailey 

United Theological Seminary, 2020 


Mentor 

Robert Walker, DMin 
Kenneth W. Cummings, Sr., DMin 
Brenda Braam, DMin 

The context of this project is Mt. Zion Baptist Church of Woodlawn. A pivotal church in 
community life and the Civil Rights movement years ago, Mt Zion has lost its luster, roll 
in the community and many members. The hypothesis is that if this church were to revisit 
its prophetic roots of engagement and relaunch, it will help it move from being a 
monument to a vital movement again. To meet this challenge there will be seminars, 
studies and a reexamination of its faith roots. To measure the effectiveness of this project, 
a mixed methods approach will be employed. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Luke 12:48 reads, “to whom much is given much is required.” When I began 
working on my doctoral degree, I knew the task would not be easy. I prepared myself for 
hours of writing, moments of critical thinking, financial sacrifices and time away from 
family and friends. I prepared myself to endure this process for three years, not expecting 
the journey to be much longer. Acquiring this degree has been the most challenging 
endeavor in my life. Not only has there been challenges in doing the research, but my 
personal life has been tried as well. 

Since a child, I have been in love with the church; and all I have ever known was 
to be in love with Jesus. As I have matured, I developed ideologies of ministry and what 
ministerial work meant. I have come to believe that ministry is about loving Jesus and 
showing his love to others. At the age of twenty-five, I made a commitment to ministry. I 
desired to become a minister and pastor one day. I began my educational journey at 
Payne Theological Seminary and earned a Master of Divinity Degree and am in the 
process of earning a Doctor of Ministry Degree from United Theological Seminary. 

As a child I saw my church flourish in membership and ministries. People that 
lived within the church’s community demonstrated comfortability in coming to the 
church for assistance and worship. Choir rehearsals, clothing drives, back to school 
events were successful. As a teenager, I witnessed my church begin to decline in 
members. I saw members and families attend church due to tradition or out of stigma and 
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shame in not wanting to be labeled as a backslider. There came a time of discord 
compared to past years. Members of the community no longer showed up for community 
initiatives. While in college, I observed another African American church also deal with 
declining membership and lack of visibility to its community. 

In 2010,1 was granted the honor and privilege to serve as the Youth & Young 
Adult Minister at Mt. Zion Baptist Church in Woodlawn, Ohio. I was ecstatic. My goal 
was to expose the youth and young adults to the same sentiment of joy, fulfillment and 
engagement I experienced growing up in the church. My tenure as Youth and Young 
Adult Minister has been bittersweet. There were those who I help lead to Christ. And 
others, whom I witness full evidence of their redemption. At times, I feel inadequate in 
effectively creating a conduit for the church to offer community engagement through 
evangelism to members, their families and communities. Despite my efforts in planning 
activities, completing surveys, bringing in external trainers and facilitators, and utilizing a 
decent budget, I did not get the sense of accomplishing the goal I set out for myself. 

I struggle in understanding why black churches are not successful or engaged with 
its community. While in seminary, I met other theologians and pastors trying to 
determine why their church was stagnant. African American ancestry has a rich legacy of 
the churches engaged and embedded in their communities. During the Civil Rights Era, 
the black church demonstrated the social teachings of Christ. In all that black churches 
do, their communities are negatively impacted in all facets of society. Whether 
socioeconomically, legally or health-wise, the black church is disconnected in helping its 
community. Those concepts are what led to my ministerial focus: “The Black Church: 


from Monument to Movement.” 
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The notion of the black church formerly being the driving force in its community 
to now being stagnant is what led to my doctoral research. In order to answer the research 
questions and to either affirm or refute the thesis, the I will have to complete a number of 
objectives. I submit this work filled with scholarly journals and articles, provide 
statistical data confirming disparities that exist within the African American community 
and identify the correlation between the power and influence of the black church to the 
successes or failures within the black community. In order to complete this task, I drew 
from four principle foundations: biblical, historical, theological, and theoretical. This 
research concluded with a project analyses summary. All segments of the thesis will 
include biblical references, scholarly journals, published writings and field research. The 
purpose of this report is to persuade the black church to recover its status as the sacred 
and societal force that ensures a higher standard of living for the African American 
community. 

Chapter one discusses the ministerial focus of the project. The chapter continues 
by defining what constitutes as the black church and what the black church signifies. It 
offers illustrations describing how and why the black church is different from other 
cultures. As the sociopolitical climate of America continues to revere health, educational 
and financial gaps that vigorously impact the lives of African Americans, members of its 
populace wonder: has the black church lost its foundation and purpose? 

Despite the former head of state in the United States of America being a highly 
educated and affluent African American man, President Barack Obama is only but a 
diminutive portrayal of barriers and progression within the black community. While his 
accomplishments mirror four decades epitomizing African Americans struggles and 
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triumph, there is yet a greater testament that has shaped and influenced the black 
community. The driving force that has captured and advocated equality, justice, 
prosperity and education for the African American community has been that of the black 
church. The black church stands at the corner of black communities as a beckon of hope 
to acquire the American dream and serves as a restorative provider for those who are lost, 
poor and forgotten. 

Chapter two provides a biblical foundation in how the church should operate. In 
the book of Amos, the prophet forewarns that there would come a time that people were 
complacent. That scriptural reference is used to compare the research subject of Mt. Zion 
Baptist Church. Mt. Zion and other predominantly African American churches appear 
complacent in questioning why the church is dying, yet they have not offered solutions in 
how to regain its life. The other scriptural reference is Matthew 9:35-38 which talks 
about how Jesus influenced social consciousness in the church to help those in need. 

Chapter three shares a historical perspective of the black church. The historical 
segment discusses how the black church functioned and point out pioneers which 
influenced and led black churches. 

Chapter four provides a theoretical framework in assessing statistical data 
pertaining to what quandaries face the African American community and what if any role 
has the black church taken in resolving the issues. In this section I wanted to stress the 
importance of our past to help us embrace the need to fight now for our future. The black 
church, especially my context at Mt. Zion, ties to the community that was rich and 
valued. The pillar of hope and faith was the sacred institution of the church. It was 
important for me to highlight the Civil Rights Movement and show how the church 
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worked on the inside but especially in the community. I wanted to sound the alarm that 
our past fights gave us cause to keep pursing a deeper connection with the community 
through the works of our prophetic voice. 

Mt. Zion Baptist Church of Woodlawn was used as the subject of this research. 

Mt. Zion Baptist Church is the personification of a predominately African American 
church that has a tremendous legacy yet is feeble in contending to contemporary 
mayhem. Mt. Zion has a strong faith, rich history and ample resources. Mt. Zion also has 
a low sense of visibility in the community where it exists. Mt. Zion’s membership is 
falling, and members within its context are not convinced that it is as effective as it has 
been in decades past. The research findings will not be beneficial to Mt. Zion alone; it 
can be applicable to many African American churches. Fonnerly, the black church was 
the pillar of its community. The black church supported and advocated during post 
slavery, Jim Crow and segregation. There is a soft voice, perhaps even moments of 
silence, as the black church does not take a stance toward offenses in the 21 st century. 

The social teachings of Christ were for the body of believers to invest in the 
community where it dwelled. Jesus taught and commanded believers to go, love and to 
serve. The church must go into areas where there is a lack of hope and division. The 
church must show love to the nation’s most vulnerable and those forgotten and 
marginalized. The church must serve. The church must offer ministries that provide 
tangible outcomes in the lives of its members and community. I have sought to identify 
high risk needs in the black community in an effort to position the church to combat those 
qualms. 
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Chapter four is the theological unit of this doctoral thesis. The chapter discusses 
concerns that spoke to the need for critical theological reflection. Christology was a 
major focus for this section. The study of Jesus and his earthly ministry speaks to the core 
of why the work of the church as a prophetic voice for its community is vital. Our 
marching orders come from the teachings of Christ. Care for creation should be a focus of 
the believer, and this is why ecological theology was discussed. God entrusted man to be 
stewards of the earth and the care for the earth is critical to the holistic picture of 
ministry. Practical theology for this study links us to what are the issues and how we can 
work to solve them in the best way possible. Mt. Zion and the black church must create 
and develop meaningful ministry methods that speak to today’s time. 

Chapter five is the theoretical foundation of this thesis. The theoretical segment 
identifies societal concerns and the specific implications they have on the black 
community. In order to reconnect the black church to its community, the church must be 
open to new methods, ideas and concerns of the 21 st century. The black church has to 
become more efficient and learn ways to minister the social justices of today. Whereas in 
the 1950s and 1960s there was covert racism in today’s world, it is overt racism today. 
Prior to the Civil Rights Act, blacks knew where they could or could not work, live and 
attend schools. In today’s culture blacks can go to any place, yet they are challenged with 
environmental racism, unfair hiring practices and racial profiling. The church needs to 
identify methods to combat those specific issues or the quality of life for African 
Americans will continue to dwindle. The need to identify and take on these practices are 
vital in order to fulfill the social teachings of justice. 
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Chapter six, the project analysis, establishes a hypothesis and provides statistical 
data to affirm it. The premise of the research is the need for the black church to 
understand the intent and role of the historic black church and to explore ways in which 
the black church can regain momentum in its community. In an effort to answer the 
proposed questions, data was collected from a sample of thirty-to-fifty individuals. 
Participants were asked a variation of questions via survey. All participants completed 
the survey on a voluntary basis and did not receive compensation. 

The project analysis also included the data that was gathered and examined. This 
research also is used to assist congregations in strategizing to become more engaged. 
Finally, I offered insight to clergy, lay and other religious leaders in hopes to change the 
negative connotations of the black community. Also included in this chapter is some self- 
analysis of my own growth and maturity in this doctoral study endeavor. 



CHAPTER ONE 


MINISTRY FOCUS 


In his writings 12 Million Black Voices, Richard Wright said, “It is only when we 
are within the walls of our churches that we are wholly ourselves that we keep alive a 
sense of our personalities in relation to the total world in which we live.” 1 This sentiment 
best describes how my spiritual journey was cultivated from the personal experiences of 
my religious parents and how that has influenced me in my ministerial pursuits. My 
father was reared in Marvel, Arkansas during the time of Jim Crow and segregation. His 
early years consisted of no formal education and sharecropping. During the week, he and 
seven of his brothers spent endless hours laboring in cotton fields to help their father 
provide for a household of eleven. Oftentimes my father recalls stories about being raised 
in the South and how life entailed bigotry, deprivation, and stigma. Yet, despite 
experiencing countless years of physical labor and mental distress, my father says he can 
always remember going to church. My father says attending church was a moral 
obligation to God. Although his family had a menial living, it was still their responsibility 
to thank God. 

As he matured into adulthood, he began to hear about greater opportunities that 
were being offered to blacks in the North. Like countless other African Americans who 


1 James Cone, The Cross and The Lynching Tree (Maryknoll New York, NY: Orbis Books, 2011), 
18 quoted in Richard Wright, 12 Million Black Voices, (New York City, NY: Basic Books, 1914) 1. 
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were part of the Great Migration, my father too relocated to Detroit, Michigan with hopes 
to secure equal rights and financial stability. Being no stranger to hard work, my father 
completed thirty-five years of service before retiring from the General Motors Company. 
My father, Albert Bailey Sr., is a man of faith. Though he has had to overcome 
tremendous trials, he always says, “God is good, I can tell you what He has done for me.” 
Although his world views concerning race relations and education may be narrowed, he 
has a strong faith in Jesus Christ. Life for my father consisted of hard work, family, and 
the church. 

On the contrary, my mother’s experiences were not that humbling. My mother is 
the youngest of seven children and was born in Detroit, Michigan. My mother vaguely 
remembers times that her family scrapped for food or clothing or even being ridiculed in 
public owing to their race. Similar to my father’s upbringing, my mother was also 
introduced to church at an early age. Although Detroit might not have been plagued with 
racism and inequality, there existed other societal hanns such as substance abuse and 
crime. My mother describes her experiences of the church as being her “safety net.” With 
the exception of school, the church was the only other place her parents would allow her 
to go and socialize without worrying if she was involved in inappropriate behaviors. My 
grandparents’ motives for sending my mother to church may have stemmed from fear and 
anxiety, yet it blossomed into showing my mother instruction and becoming active in the 
church. My mother learned to have a full reliance on God when she found herself 
homeless at the age of twenty-two with three children and fleeing from an abusive 
marriage. My mother eventually got a divorce and later married my father, Albert. 
Although my parents came from two different backgrounds, there was one commonality 
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that brought them together which has sustained their marriage for more than thirty years 
and that was God. 

In the Bible, there are many promises that God makes to His chosen people. Some 
of the promises consist of Him always being there, having a shield of protection around 
us and providing us with the resources we need. On April 22, 1982, God once again 
affirmed these promises the day I entered this world. The umbilical cord was wrapped 
around my neck, and I began to lose oxygen causing my mother to become quite ill. My 
dad recalls the doctor saying that both his wife and son were fighting for their lives. 
However, by the grace of God, the doctor was able to turn me in my mother’s womb, 
remove the pressure from my neck, and allow my mother’s blood pressure to stabilize. 
Yet again, at the age of two, God showed me his grace and spared my life following an 
eye puncture. As a result of that trauma, I suffer from glaucoma in my left eye. Glaucoma 
refers to a group of eye conditions that lead to damage to the optic nerve. This nerve is 
very fragile because it carries visual infonnation from the eye to the brain. 

At times, I feel like my eye condition is the epitome of life. No matter what 
procedure you have or treatment method you select, glaucoma can never be cured, only 
prolonged. Ultimately, that is life; no matter what roads we take, all of us at some point 
will have taken our last breath. This experience has given me the appreciation for sight 
and has taught me not to let my handicap hinder me from pursuing my goals. As a child, I 
was often teased for having thick glasses. People thought that, because of my handicap, it 
was okay to bully me or take advantage of me. 

My childhood was filled with constant strife. Not only did I have to deal with my 
physical disability, but I also had to deal with being compared to my siblings: Lachelle, 
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Nakia and Walter. At school, the teachers and administrators would constantly compare 
my achievements to theirs. I would become frustrated when I heard a teacher say, “Great 
job Albert, you’re doing good like your sister” or “Albert, now I know you are not 
behaving badly - your brother Walter does not act that way.” My siblings were 
academically sound and made scholastic achievements inside and outside of the school. I 
could not have that experience. I also felt torn because my siblings were their own 
family, and I was bom as a result of my parents remarrying. I was uncertain if my brother 
and sisters loved me or if they only tolerated me because I was around. I hated that 
feeling of being different from them yet having to live in their shadows. I wanted to feel 
accepted and I wanted my own legacy. 

By my fifth grade year, I was completely depressed. I became unruly at school 
and, as a result, had to deal with the many consequences. I wanted to escape from feeling 
the pressures of inadequacy, rejection, and constant scrutiny; so, at the age of ten, I ran 
away from home. I thought the only way my voice could be heard and would be given 
any value was if no one ever heard it again. When my brother found me on the street with 
my bags, I knew he cared. That is what I had longed for all the while, to know that my 
family cared and genuinely loved me. As a result of putting my parents through so many 
hardships, whether it was dealing with the financial burdens of my medical condition or 
the on-going conflicts in school, my parents quickly instilled in me what was taught to 
them — the church. 

Sunday after Sunday, I was forced by my parents to go to church. I felt that the 
only reason I was sent there was to discipline me for being unruly at school during the 
week. As I began to mature in church, my perspective on church began to change. 
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Something happen to me upon hearing my mother’s testimony during watch night 
services, seeing her sing in the choir, and serve food to the homeless in our community In 
the church I saw my father stand cheerfully at the church door wearing black and white 
welcoming old and new faces to a place of worship called the Morning Star Missionary 
Baptist Church. It was there that what once began as a family ritual blossomed into my 
spiritual journey. The Rev. Glover founded the Morning Star Baptist Church on Mother’s 
Day in 1920. Since its inception, the church has only had six pastors. The current pastor 
is the Rev. Dr. Isaiah Tilmon. There is a saying that our church clerk Mrs. Ruth 
Richardson would often say, “Follow the stars to Morning Star.” It was not until my 
teenage years that I understood what Mrs. Richardson meant by that cliche. 

As a child, I can always remember the sanctuary being packed. Seats were filled 
to capacity. The Morning Star Church could have easily held more than one worship 
service on Sundays. On special days such as our Church Anniversary, Women’s, and 
Men’s Days, chairs were brought up from the fellowship hall to accommodate seating for 
additional guests. My mother worked with a committee and the church had a food pantry 
two days out of the week when people from all over the city would come and get food. 
Sometimes while people were picking out items to take home, hot meals were prepared 
for those who did not have a place to go. What always bothered me as a child was how 
some of the leaders of the church did not like us giving out things to the random people 
coming into the church to use facilities. It seems as though the older I became, the less 
socially conscious the church was becoming. The church ought to symbolize more than a 
building with a cross hanging on the outside; it ought to be a place of refuge for those 
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seeking guidance and those who are in the church should lead those in the dark by 
example. 

As a child, the Morning Star was such a great church. Now, it has lost its charm 
mainly due to the decreasing patriarchs and matriarchs and because their children and 
grandchildren have gone astray. Perhaps the reason why so many have gone astray is 
because of the inability of the church to adapt to the times. The Morning Star is not 
acceptant of women preachers or women wearing pants in church. The church continues 
to sing songs out of the hymnal and views any songs outside of that genre worldly music. 
Despite members leaving as a result of their inability to get over the loss of their loved 
ones or because the church remained too traditionalistic, their doors still remain open. 

Whether this is a new phase for my generation or not, I’m not sure; but instead of 
being a place to serve those in need, there’s been a shift in the church which has ended up 
directing people to social service agencies and not resolving issues plaguing the 
community. As I have transitioned in life, I find Morning Star to encompass precious 
memories yet current disappointment. The sentiments of love, joy and worship that I 
experienced as a child, I do not feel as an adult. My black church religious experience has 
shifted. Morning Star has evolved from movement to monument. Morning Star is 
disengaged with its community. It appears as though the church became stoic by 
traditions and failed to remain relational in ministry. Nothing is new under the son. The 
societal issues that were prevalent during my childhood - the war on drugs, 
unemployment, poverty, crime - remain the same today. Morning Star was the beacon of 
hope in the past to help the East Side of Detroit to overcome those challenges. The 
Morning Star of today is ill equipped and disengaged to be the conduit of social justice. 
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As a child I loved going to church. My siblings did not share that sentiment. It felt 
awkward in enjoying Sunday School, Vacation Bible School, and Children’s Church, 
when my siblings laughed and shook their heads at me. I felt out of place. As I continue 
to grow and mature, it began to feel as though church “changed.” The more and more I 
began to experience insecurities and anxiety, I became convinced that not only had the 
church changed, but God changed too. I struggled with negative thoughts. I needed 
guidance from people outside of my parents. My pastor, Rev. Isaiah Tilmon Sr., served as 
a mentor. He offered me encouragement when I felt low and he did not compare me to 
others. That helped me regain confidence and boosted my esteem to keep achieving my 
goals. 

The current pastor of the Morning Star is Rev. Dr. Isaiah Tilmon. Through the 
years, he has offered spiritual guidance to me and was later the one who confirmed God’s 
calling in my life. When I graduated from high school and began matriculation after 
Wilberforce University, I found myself drifting from the church. I fonned the mentality 
that God could hear my prayers from my bedroom, and that it was not as important to go 
to church while at college. Consequently, during my college years, I was influenced into 
doing things that were not pleasing to God. I was involved my share of alcohol, drugs, 
partying and fornication. As Robert Frost wrote in his writings, The Tale of Two Tails, 
my experiences at Wilberforce was the best of times and the worst of times. During my 
junior year in college, my brother Deandre Bailey (my brother from my dad’s first 
marriage) was killed. My brother and dad did not have the best father-son relationship, 
and I had felt strife among them myself. It was difficult for me to go to my brother’s 
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memorial service to hear his friends say how much of a brother he was to them and yet 
not have his biological brother even acknowledged. 

At that point and time, I could not help but run to the church. I wanted God to 
take away my anger. I needed confirmation again that I was loved and accepted 
regardless of how I looked or what I did. I needed spiritual guidance from a pastor, 
someone that would hold me accountable. I needed to regain connection to Christ. I 
needed to be involved in a church ministry that would be relational and assist me in 
having a quality spiritual and social wellbeing. The more I needed the church the more I 
was torn with the world. The social pressures of college remained an uphill battle. One 
day I wanted to go to chapel on campus. In addition, within hours I found myself at an 
off-campus party after chapel. I desired an authentic relationship with God but did not 
have strengthen or guidance to reconnect. Eventually I began to notice local churches 
offering rides to students to attend church on Sundays. I took advantage of this 
opportunity and began attending church. 

There was a young woman on campus that I had adored; her name was Erica. One 
day I asked Erica if we could go out, and she said to me, “I’ll be at church.” Although I 
did not meet her the original Sunday, she had asked me to go to church with her. I 
eventually found myself there. Periodically, we attended chapel on campus or attended 
local church services in the area. It was at that point that I felt reconnected to God. I 
eventually graduated from Wilberforce, and Erica and I were married. During the early 
years of our marriage, we struggled in connecting with a church that helped us deepen 
our relationship with God. We found ourselves at churches that reminded me of Morning 
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Star. These churches that were historically rich in African American religious traditions, 
yet failed in engaging the social needs of the black community. 

Following the birth of our twins, Aliyah and Albert, I wrote my first sennon. This 
was the first public display of me accepting my call into the ministry. For years, I sat 
back and criticized other minsters’ work not knowing that one day God would also use 
me. It was my turn to listen and obey what God asked me to do: go, love, and share the 
gospel to the world. I found a sense of peace in submitting to God’s will all the while 
feeling uncertain in how I would be effective in ministry. I loved the church. I knew the 
importance of church. Yet, how was I going to engage others in coming to God and being 
an active member of a church? My first sermon was entitled, “Will you Marry Me?” The 
sennon was an illustration to commit and unite with God for ministry. 

Having been manied for over ten years has afforded me great experiences and 
joy. Marriage has also caused me to have recurring feelings of insecurities and trial. I 
continually pray to God to preserve my family, for I can attest to how challenging it is for 
children to cope with divorce, parents arguing, and struggling to make financial ends 
meet. Furthennore, as an African American male, I too have dealt with unfavorable 
circumstances such as my father because of the color of my skin. Yet, God continually 
allows for His grace and mercy to intersect and preserve my life. I know that I have 
overcome tribulations; so it is my desire to help others overcome them. It is not good 
enough to tell a person that Jesus loves them; we as believers need to tell people that 
Jesus can save them. At the age thirty-three, I felt the same moral obligation that my 
father had felt about the church. Attending church as a child is different from being in the 
church as a man. As Mrs. Richardson said, “Follow the star.” I must let my light shine, 
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and by shining, it will intrigue others to learn more about Christ. That perspective has 
inspired me to deepen my commitment to serve as a minister and outreach worker. 

I was fortunate enough to gain employment opportunities that were rewarding and 
gave me a sense of pride. I spent over five years working in education in various 
capacities. In 2011,1 was given the opportunity to work for Lighthouse Youth Services. I 
was the Safe Place Coordinator and Community Case Manager. It was in that role that the 
world redefined and shaped my theology. While working there I was able to work with 
many groups of people from various backgrounds. Many lived in extreme poverty. Some 
had mental health issues and were victimized by human trafficking and other forms of 
abuse. I had daily interactions with those that were marginalized. In working with that 
population, my Christian values were reshaped. The people in the street showed a level of 
compassion to each other more so than what I experienced in the church. In working with 
that population, I did not have to pick a side to judge what was “pleasing to God” or 
“unpleasing to God.” It was meeting people where they were in life and helping them to 
improve their condition the best way possible for what they had at that time. 

Working in an environment such as the Lighthouse was stressful and rewarding. 
On a daily basis I had interaction with people who appeared to be at their lowest, yet 
were hopeful. Meeting those challenged with criminality, disease, mental illness, to say 
the least, reminded me of the parable in the third chapter of Acts: The Beautiful Gate. 

The scripture says there was a man that was handicap and daily his friends would drop 
him off outside of the temple to beg for alms. Religious leaders and people of faith 
walked past the crimpled man. The disabled man only had an expectations to get alms 
instead of being healed. Too often that is what happens within the African American 
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community; churches are too busy with church business that there is no time devoted to 
healing, reconciliation and empowerment. Instead of addressing concerns on the way to 
the church, they are ignored or minimized. 

Presently there remains those disabled sitting and waiting at the Beautiful Gate. 
The very things that religious leaders want to vacate in the church are the very things that 
are needed to personify God’s grace and mercy. Beyond the walls of the church and even 
within, there should be living testimonies sharing what God has done in changing one’s 
life for the better. What makes the Beautiful Gate significant? The Beautiful Gate is the 
church. The beggar outside of the Beautiful Gate represents “us.” While Peter and John 
are disciples, they represent the word of God. We as people go around life thinking we 
need one thing, but in reality, what is missing in our life is the relationship with God. 
Stories such as the Beautiful Gate and other parables shared by Christ are analogies of 
society. 

In 2009,1 was afforded the opportunity to serve as the Youth and Young Adult 
Minister at Mt. Zion Baptist Church in Woodlawn, Ohio. Mt. Zion Baptist was founded 
in 1869. During the 1960’s, the Mt. Zion church was the cornerstone of the African 
American community of Woodlawn. The church was a beacon of hope to the community, 
and it assisted the community spiritually, financially, educationally, and politically. Mt. 
Zion is a member of the National Baptist Progressive Convention (NBPC). The NBPC 
was actually founded at the church in 1961 when dissension arose among the National 
Baptist Convention regarding what should be the responsiveness of the church regarding 
the Civil Rights Movement and apartheid in Africa. 2 The organization believes that based 


2 The National Baptist Progressive Conference-History, http://www.pnbc.org/. 
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on the social teachings of Christ, it is their responsibility and obligation to support social 
equality. The assembly has five principles: fellowship, progress, service, and peace. 
Unfortunately, throughout its existence, Mt. Zion Baptist Church-Woodlawn gradually 
became stagnant. Mt. Zion has not adjusted to the advances of society, nor has it 
embraced new ideas, accepted issues, or the new challenges our younger generation 
faces. 

According to the 2014 church report, presently, there are 300 active members and 
1100 inactive members at the Mt. Zion Baptist Church in Woodlawn. Sixty-five percent 
of the parishioners are 60 years old or older, 20% are 18 years and under and less than 
10% are between the ages of 19 and 25. 3 Why is it that the church cannot hold onto the 
parishioners between the ages of eighteen and forty? Mt. Zion and other aged African 
American churches can longer keep using the same testimony. We can no longer refer 
only to the days of slavery or segregation when God served as our deliverer. We are not 
devaluing God’s work, but at the present time, let us use that to illustrate only our cultural 
heritage and not our sole existence. Furthermore, congregants of Mt. Zion are considered 
upper middle class; at least half of the congregations are college graduates; and close to 
10% of its members are entrepreneurs. The weekly average of the financial contributions 
made to the church in tithes and offering was $14,000. 4 The total amount in investments 
is nearly $800,000 in assets, stocks, and bonds. Incongruously, Mt. Zion does not make 
financial associations to create a school, daycare center, residential housing, vocational, 
or enrichment classes to the community. 

3 Margaret Scott, Mt. Zion Baptist Church Annual Report (Cincinnati OH: Mt. Zion Baptist 
Church Report, 2016), 12. 


4 Scott, Mt. Zion Annual Report, 14. 
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Although I worship and serve as a minister in a different locale, the ills that the 
Morning Star experienced are similar to those at the Mt. Zion Baptist Church. How do 
believers in the black church maintain a theology of a liberating God, yet not secure 
methods to ensure that their theology as practical and draws people to Christ? How does 
the African American clergy introduce outreach initiatives and programs that will 
manifest the social teachings of Christ? How can the church redevelop its stance fighting 
and mobilizing for the civil rights movements of today? Will the church stand up and 
fight against the misappropriated number of African American males that are 
incarcerated? Will the black church introduce programs to save our Ishmaels? Will the 
women’s ministry do more than have teas and fashions shows, or will they go out and 
find Hagars? Will the church continue to sell its fish dinners or establish free stores and 
food pantries? 

One of the first things that I learned when studying Mass Media Communications 
was the communication process. The communication process consists of a message and a 
receiver. When the message is not received by the receiver, it is clear that static has been 
introduced in the communication process. Static includes factors that hinders the message 
from being received. This same method can be used for the church, and, more 
importantly, at my ministry context in Mt. Zion and the Woodlawn community. Through 
my personality, education, and professional development, as well as personal views, I can 
help be an instrument for change and help raise a new generation of drum majors for 
justice and be a champion in the fight for equality for all. When I consider my context, I 
think about what used to be. I read the stories. I listen to the saints who worked in the 


past. I see the potential - but the laborers are few. Sometimes it seems as if we are on the 
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perfect road to nowhere, and I think of how when God asked “who will go for us” in the 
Old Testament, Isaiah responded, “Send me, I’ll go.” The time has come for me to do 
more than just what the terms of the job description calls for. I must commit myself to 
some mandatory overtime for the Kingdom. 

Morning Star was my initial epiphany in understanding the significance of 
engagement and action within the church and its community. It is imperative that 
research initiates the cause and effect of the black church being disengaged. It is relevant 
to know how religion and relationships can reignite lost people to a saving and forgiving 
God. In being positioned at Mt. Zion, I have received confirmation that what once stood 
as pillars are now idle to prophetic preaching, teaching and action. The importance of 
doing such a project related to advocacy and engagement is critical. It is imperative to 
bridge the gap between yester years and now. The important element is knowing that 
when we come together, everyone’s voice will be respected, and we have work to do. I 
acknowledge that part of the work to be done is apologizing for some of the hurt we as 
the church has caused. Whether directly or indirectly, we have hurt people. The church 
must admit its faults and work to regain the trust of people. How does one regain trust? It 
begins through acts of love and deeds. Yester year members have to understand that each 
generation has its own giants and will come across its own battles and, sometimes, their 
fight will not be similar to yours. Seeing churches change over time to the nature of how 
society has evolved is one of the greatest eye-opening experiences one can imagine. 

Returning to the social teachings of Christ is my ministerial focus. At Mt. Zion, it 
is my goal to rediscover its role in the black community and serve as that agent of 
change. I acknowledge the other black churches implementing the practical social 
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teachings of Christ; nonetheless, there is an exhaustive amount of churches that replicate 
their service. In the community of Woodlawn, Mt. Zion spans over a two-mile radius. 
There are seven black churches in the area. Of those churches, four of them offer a full 
childcare learning center and soup kitchen while the remaining three churches only 
sponsor annual events that consist of food giveaways or toy giveaways for children 
during the advent season. Why isn’t one church offering a soup kitchen, another offering 
childcare, another providing GED classes, another hosting NA/AA meetings (Narcotics 
Anonymous/Alcoholics Anonymous), another conducting family or grief counseling, and 
one providing free recreational programs for the youth? 

As a youth pastor, I see, hear, and feel the struggles of our youth and young adults 
in the church and out of the church. The ones who remain faithful are looking for the life 
application method, meaning that after you give them the Word of God, they want to 
know how it can be implemented in their life, home, community, school, or workplace. 
Another hurdle the church experiences is the discomfort with sharing God outside of the 
walls of the church. People are afraid to canvas the community, attend social outings, or 
even welcome people to the church. Believers must do a better job in explaining that the 
church is and can be a safety net. It is my desire to reclaim the church to the social 
teachings of Christ and introduce practical theology so that lives are saved, and the body 
of Christ expands. 

In an effort to regain its populace, there are two essentials areas that have to be 
explored in the black church: evanglism and discipleship. Evangelism is defined as 
sharing the Gospel to the world. In order to be effective there are certain objectives that 


have to be fulfilled. 



1.There is work to be done (Matthew 9:37-38). 
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“Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore 
pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.’” 

2. Jesus has commanded you to do it (Matthew 28:18-20). 

“And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.’” 

3. Success is guaranteed (John 10:16). 

“And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will 
listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd.” 

4. Jesus is the only salvation (John 14:6). 

“Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through me.’” 

5. You were given the Holy Spirit for this purpose (Acts 1:8). 

“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be 
my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” 

6. People won’t be saved without hearing (Romans 10:11-15). 

“How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to 
believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without 
someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, 
‘How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news! ’” 

7. Evangelism is necessary for your own growth in Christ (Philemon 6). 
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“And I pray that the sharing of your faith may become effective for the full knowledge of 
every good thing that is in us for the sake of Christ.” 

The other aspect of progressing the black church is discipleship. Discipleship is 
defined as one who accepts and assists in spreading the doctrines. 



CHAPTER TWO 


BIBLICAL POUNDATIONS 


The Bible is among the world’s bestselling manuscripts. 1 Throughout ancient 
civilization up to the contemporary republics, passages in the Bible have influenced the 
way of life of many people. Without question, the Bible has made positive and negative 
impacts in cultures. Some view the Bible as a holy writ—written by men inspired by 
God. Others view it as a historical reference of occurrences within the Jewish culture. 

One thing is certain, the Bible invokes various ideologies and reactions due to the 
different interpretations of its reading. The study of God’s Word for the purpose of 
discovering God’s will is the secret discipline that has formed the greatest characters. Yet, 
there are those that oppose that idea. Statistically, there is a substantial amount of people 
that diminish the Bible and scrutinize its followers for various reasons. Some members of 
society perceive the Bible and those affiliated with organized religion such as Christianity 
as hypocritical or artificial. 

In 2013, the Religious News Services surveyed Americans about their perceptions 
toward the Bible and its significance on the society. 2 Seventy-seven percent of Americans 

1 Craig Glenday, Guinness World Record: Best Selling Non-Fiction Book, July 13, 2017, http:// 
www.guinnessworldrecords.com/world-records/best-selling-book-of-non-fiction. 

2 “United States Religious Knowledge Survey,” August 10, 2017, pewfomm.org, http://www.pew 
fomm.org/reli gious-landscape-study/. 


25 



26 

thought the Bible was important and that it shaped culture yet felt as though the morality 


of the society was headed downward. The results of the study identified that only 1 out of 
5 people read the Bible. “I see the problem as analogous to obesity in America. We have 
an awful lot of people who realize they’re overweight, but they don’t follow a diet. 

People realize the Bible has values that would help us in our spiritual health, but they just 
don’t read it.” 3 Of those that read the Bible, only 26% of people said that they read the 
Bible on a regular basis. 4 

Perhaps what’s more surprising is the ignorance Christians have toward knowing 
the Bible. As members of faith, one should know its core religious beliefs. And one 
should be educated on what the religion says and who proclaimed its message. 
Conceivably what influences the lack of responsiveness in the church is a result of the 
church not reading and trying to interpret the scripture. Atheists and agnostics, Jews and 
Mormons are among the highest-scoring groups on the New Survey of Religious 
Knowledge, outperforming evangelical Protestants, mainline Protestants and Catholics on 
questions about the core teachings, history, and leading figures of major world religions. 5 
Of those respondents on the religious knowledge questionnaire, atheists answered 20.0 
questions correctly, compared to 20.3 correct answers from Jews and Mormons and 16 
corrected answers from Protestants and 14.7 correct answers from Catholics. The African 
American Protestants and Hispanic Protestants and other minority groups scored even 


3 Matthew Arnold, “Religious Landscape Study,” August 10, 2017, http://www.pewfomm. org/ re 
ligious-landscape-study/. 

4 Arnold, “Religious Landscape Study,” 2. 

5 “Belief in God by Race and Ethnicity,” pewfomm.org, http//www.pewforum.org/belief-in-God- 
race and ethnicity. 
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lower in answering questions correctly. Moreover, the African American community is 
deeply embedded in religious practices with the belief in Jesus Christ when compared to 
other races and ethnicities. More than 80% of African Americans believe in Christianity 
compared to 63% of whites. Is there a correlation between the failures of the black 
church’s responsiveness in the black community related to black churches not being 
religiously knowledgeable? 

Matthew Arnold said, “To the Bible men will return; and why? Because they 
cannot do without it.” In the Christian faith, the Bible is the substantive foundation in 
which our faith in Christ and His command to follow His Word exists. Present challenges 
within the Christian faith expands from scared walls and reaches to the community that 
surround the church. The social dilemma of Christians is to interpret the Bible and then 
exemplify the life application of the Bible’s content. Society has evolved. Political views 
have shifted. America is not as traditionalist and unpretentious as it was during the 20 th 
century. 

Fonner affairs, such as abortion, homosexuality, governmental aid, and 
immigration were matters that distinctively separated Christians from non-believers. 
Nowadays, values have shifted, and the interpretation of God’s Word has been contested. 
According to a study at the Pew Research Center, there are contrasting differences 
between Christians and non-believers and generational differences between Christians. 
For example, 43% of millennials favor same sex marriages when compared to 23% of the 



28 

older generations. Forty-one percent of millennials support the big government and social 


programs when compared to 27% of the older Christians. 6 

The significance of biblical interpretation is a key element in understanding the 
role and purpose of ministry. According to Hayes, “Exegesis is a normal activity all of us 
practice every day of our lives. Whenever we try to understand something we have heard 
or read, we are doing exegesis.” 7 The tenn “exegesis” comes from the Greek verb 
exegeomai, which literally means “to lead.” Its extended meaning is “to relate in detail” 
or “to expound.” 8 The Bible holds the living Word of God, which gives us the blueprint 
for life. The Bible, in many regards, is revered as a historic book, and in other circles, it is 
viewed as the daily dose of strength and encouragement. Opponents of Christianity view 
the Bible as a tool of oppression and chaos that continue to enslave certain sets of people 
emotionally, spiritually, and physically. 

Some portray God through the scripture as an angry judge who frowns upon those 
who fall short of perfection, even though scripture refers humankind as filthy rags 
cleansed by the blood of Jesus to wash away sins. The audacity of individuals to 
only interpret the holy Word through a lens of classism and elitism and forget 
about those who are viewed as social outcast. Exegesis involves listening. It treats 
the biblical text as a voice, albeit distant and foreign yet in full dialogical 
partnership with the reader. 9 

While reading scripture, one should read it from the point of view that society has 
sinned, fallen short, and need Jesus to reconcile man to His father—God. The Bible is 
more than just a collection of stories. The Bible gives life application and, for the purpose 


6 “Evangelical Protestant Millennials have more conservative views than other in their 
generation,” pewresearsch.com, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact. 

7 John Hayes, Biblical Exegesis: A Beginner’s Handbook (Atlanta, GA: Knox Press, 1987), 5. 

8 Hayes, Biblical Exegesis, 6. 

9 William Brown, A Handbook to Old Testament Exegesis (Louisville, KY: Presbyterian 
Publishing, 2017), 33. 
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of this essay and research, the Bible leans on itself as the lens of social justice for those 
who have been victimized and marginalized in the society. A controversial factor that 
influences reasons as to why the church, specifically, African American churches— 
hence, Mt. Zion (the church used as a case study for this research)—has become a 
monument has been due to poor interpretation of the Bible and the lack of life application 
processes. 

The black church lacks the response, engagement, and action to combat issues 
that not only plague its community, through the body of Christ. How can African 
Americans Christians expect greater things and have a sense of fulfillment if their very 
own church cannot attract its believers to the Word of God? Author Renita Weems wrote, 
“What we observe is not nature in itself, but nature exposed to our method of 
questioning. Reading can be a sublime and complex process.” 10 

Ministry Focus 

The perception is that the black church is no longer the champion for social 
justice due to disengagement and ineffective ministerial practices within its community. 
In order for the church to be all that God has called and commissioned it to be, the black 
church must be connected to its community and take its rightful place as the advocate and 
enabler of enacting social change. For the purposes of this study, Mt. Zion Baptist 
Church of Woodlawn has served as the pillar to the community in providing spiritual 
guidance, financial assistance, educational opportunities, and political awareness. The 
church’s responsiveness toward social justice matters have tremendously shifted since its 


10 Renita Weems, Listening to God (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1999), 12. 
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establishment. The writer proposes to create an ecumenical service, discussion forums, 
and community events that will give God glory and reignite the social teachings of Christ 
by responding to the needs of the community. The premise of applying such goals is to 
restore black theology and liberation within black communities. The project will further 
be supported through qualitative research methods to support the effectiveness of such 
development. 

Occurrences within the American history influenced how blacks’ religious 
experience was different from their white counterparts, which caused racial division and 
segregation within Christianity. The Bible brainwashed uneducated slaves into believing 
that obeying their masters was the context that God had spoken to them about. The Bible 
was also used during the Jim Crow era by hate groups and Marxists’ to spectacle the 
notion that blacks were not equal to whites, and that the Creator-God only smiled upon 
white men and women. It was the faithfulness of the black churches that were rooted in 
biblical doctrine, which gained an understanding and willingness to challenge the ills of 
society through love and service. At times, the patience of love was tested, but leaders 
such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and others promoted that people of color and the poor 
also can accomplish more if hate is driven away. One of the primary factors that separates 
blacks, who consider themselves as spiritual, are interpretation and response from the 
words in the Bible. 

Another characteristic within the African American community and the black 
church is the awareness the need for change and a sense of apathy toward implementing 
change within the community. A biblical comparison of the state of the black church and 
its community can be found in the 9 th chapter of Matthew. 
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New Statement Foundation: Matthew 9: 35-39 

35 Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, 
proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness. 
36 When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed 
and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 37 Then he said to his disciples, ‘The 
harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. 38 Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, 
to send out workers into his harvest field. ’ 11 

The scripture reference is a parable. A short story designed to convey a concept to 
be understood and a principle to be put into practice. The word “parable” in Greek 
literally means, “to set beside,” as in the English word “comparison” or “similitude.” In 
the Jewish culture, things were explained not in terms of statistics or definitions as they 
are in English-speaking cultures. In the Jewish culture, things were explained in word 
pictures. There are four main points in the parable: 

1) The main character possesses something valuable and does not want to lose it. 

2) The main character rejoices in the finding of the lost thing but does not rejoice alone. 

3) The main character (God) expresses care in either the looking or the handling of that 
that was lost. 

4) Each thing that was lost has a personal value, not just a monetary value: Shepherds 
care for their sheep, women cherish their bridal jewelry, and a father loves His Son. 

The comparison is applicable to the conditions of the black church. These 
similarities are the conditions of black churches: apathetic, failing to respond, trivial 
engagement, and slothfulness. Believers of the faith need to stay in the field. The 
followers of Christ, or the seeds of Christ, far too often become distracted by the weeds in 
the society. When marriage is now treated like seasons and people change spouses within 


11 Richard E. Averbeck, New English Translation Bible, in Matthew, ed. Dorian Coover-Cox 
(North Miami, FL: Biblical Studies Press, 2005), 1978. 
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months, when the police are underpaid and the drug dealers take a full salary, when 
young ladies conceive babies without knowing who its fathers are, when sons do not have 
a mentor but a Probation Officer—there are challenges in the black community. The 
black church is in need of engagement within its community. Black religious leaders need 
to spark engagement within the community to share and demonstrate the gospel. No 
matter what the society demonstrates, Christians should stand even taller, more beautiful, 
when compared to others in the midst of those unsaved. According to today’s reality, the 
black church does not stand tall. 

Secondly, the believers need to place relationships over religion. Too often, the 
time spent in the church is devoted to spreading shame and not sharing testimonies. Many 
people avoid the church out of fear of being judged. In the text, Jesus mentions to the 
servants to leave the weeds alone. Jesus further instructs them not to pluck them by the 
roots because their eyes are not equipped to see whether it is a weed or a good seed. 
Society is highly critical of everyone and everything. Those who call themselves 
Christians, the very ones that have been called and commissioned to go, dislike certain 
people in the community and avoid certain areas in the community altogether. Christians 
ought to be mindful that they cannot be agents of change for the world and be overly 
concerned about pestering the weeds (unbelievers and non-Christians). 

Thirdly, the one who created the field is the one who deems good seeds and 
weeds, God the creator. He sends the rain. It is God who allows the sun to shine. He is 
capable and willing to separate the good seeds from the weeds because He is a finisher. 
Jesus did not provide a summary at the end of the parable. Some scholars suggest that 
Christ did not offer the summary because he wanted to see how deeply the disciples can 
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go in trying to understand the parable. Contemporary data suggests a lack of education 
among black Christians. How far have the disciples understood the lessons of Christ? 
Based upon the outcomes of social disparities that exist within the community, it affirms 
the disconnect the African American churches have on positively impacting the 
community for Christ. What preoccupies the believers from ministering? 

Throughout the Bible, God used various people and methods to convey His 
salvific plan for humanity. The Bible identifies that God spoke with a voice of His own 
through dreams, through visions, through divine messengers (angels), and through the 
voice of human meditators (prophets). 12 The works of Amos and Matthew are used to 
illustrate a comparison to show how God chooses certain people to address social 
inequalities during a specific time. Studying the works of Amos and Matthew, the writer 
will provide a biblical outline and scriptural inference to construct the hypothesis that the 
black church has shifted from a movement to monument. The first segment presents the 
writings of the prophet Amos and how his experiences relate to the judgment of the 
church for its deeds. The second portion pertains to the disciple Matthew and how the 
church should expand its responsibilities through prophetic practices. Lastly, I describe 
how a church, in particular, could strengthen its endeavors and extend its concerns so that 
it does not lose its prophetic impact. 

Biblical Foundations 

Woe to those who are at ease in Zion, and to those who feel secure on the mountain 
of Samaria, the notable men of the first of the nations, to whom the house of Israel 
comes! 2 Pass over to Calneh, and see, and from there go to Hamath the great; then 


12 William Doorly, Prophet of Justice: Understanding the Book ofAmos (New York, NY: Paulist 
Press, 1989), 37. 
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go down to Gath of the Philistines. Are you better than these kingdoms? Or is their 
territory greater than your territory, 3 O you who put far away the day of disaster 
and bring near the seat of violence? 4 “Woe to those who lie on beds of ivory and 
stretch themselves out on their couches, and eat lambs from the flock and calves 
from the midst of the stall, who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp and like 
David invent for themselves instruments of music, 6 who drink wine in bowls and 
anoint themselves with the finest oils, but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph! 
7 Therefore they shall now be the first of those who go into exile, and the revelry of 
those who stretch themselves out shall pass away.” 8 The Lord God has sworn by 
himself, declares the Lord, the God of hosts: “I abhor the pride of Jacob and hate 
his strongholds, and I will deliver up the city and all that is in it. (Amos 6:1-8 ESV) 


Amos 6:1-8 

The 8 th century prophets spoke about the social conditions that even today’s leaders 
are afraid to speak of. In the book of Amos, the prophet said, “woe to those that are content 
in Zion.” According to Merriam Webster, “woe” means a condition of deep suffering from 
misfortune, affliction, or grief. History is repeating itself with social ills and misfortunes 
similar to the times of the 8 th century prophet Amos. 13 God is not pleased with His people. 
The lessons taught to us through ancient times of the 8 th century prophets serve as a 
reminder for what is expected for Christians and for what we as religious leaders should be 
doing. One of the most influential prophets during the 8 th century was Amos. 

The meaning of the name “AMOS” is probably burden-bearer. It is derived from 
the verb “amas,” which means to lift or carry a burden. 14 The central theme of Amos’ 
prophecies were Jehovah’s faithfulness to His covenant and to His Holy Law, and the 
strict accountability of His people Israel to a practical observance of their covenant 
obligations. Amos earnestly stressed on their duty of cordial compliance with the legal 

13 Merriam Webster Collegiate Dictionary, 11 th ed (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster, Inc. 
2013), 1183. 

14 “The Book of Amos,” Logos , http://www.logos.com (July 13, 2017). 



35 


code of the book of the Law, both in letter and in spirit. Israel’s failure to present to the 
Lord a true and living faith and their attempt to foster upon Him false worship and idols 
led to Israel’s ruin. Amos is among the first of the prophets to declare doom on Northern 
Israel. Amos is referred to as the prophet of social justice. Amos witnessed injustices 
against the poor and weak and warned his generation against the destructive 
consequences of the moral outrage—injustice, consumerism, individualism, idolatry, 
overconfidence, and indifference. Socioeconomic disparities, classism and political 
prosperity led to the destruction of the people in Israel. 

Historical, Social, Cultural and Geographic Context 

The book of Amos portrays God as the chief judge of the people of Israel and how 
during that time the people turned against the sovereignty of God. Comparatively, Amos 
has come to be considered one of the most important prophets. The book of Amos 
provides a detailed exploration of social justice and theology. The text itself provides a 
critical assessment of how the book came to be, the original message of Amos, and his 
circle, parts of which may have been added by later scribes to form a finished form of the 
book. 15 

Amos demanded that men live righteously, that they may be in a right relation 
with God as well as with their fellow brethren. There is general agreement among Old 
Testament scholars that Amos’ ministry dated between 760 and 755 BC. 16 He was active 
during the reigns of Uzziah, King of Judah, and Jeroboam, King of Israel. It was a time of 

15 John Barton, The Theology of the Book of Amos Old Testament (Cambridge, UK: University 
Press, 2012), 10. 


16 New English Translation Bible, 1826. 
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great national prosperity, the “golden age of Northern Israel.” Business was good, crops 
were abundant, and wealth abounded; yet, the Golden Age was a period of great moral 
corruption. Social conditions were appalling. People did not take their religion seriously. 
The peoples’ hearts clung to worldly things and the rich took advantage of the poor. 
Because of Israel’s false worship and abuse of the poor, needy, and the upright in the 
land, the Lord promised to judge the people and Jeroboam the king. 


The Prophet now directs his discourse not only to the Israelites, to whom he was 
especially given as an instructor and teacher, but includes the Jews also: and yet 
he addresses not all indiscriminately, but only the chief men, who were intent on 
their pleasures, as though they were exempt from the common miseries: for he 
does not, as many suppose, reprove here luxury and pride only; but we must 
remember a fact connected with their case,—that they were not awakened by 
God’s judgments; when God severely punished the sins of the people, the chief 
men remained ever heedlessly in their own dregs. This security is now 
condemned by our Prophet. And this is a very common evil, as we may see, in the 
present day. For when the Lord afflicts a country with war or with famine, the 
rich make great gain of such evils. They abuse the scourges of God; for we see 
merchants getting rich in the midst of wars, inasmuch as they scrape together a 
booty from every quarter. For they who carry on war are forced to borrow money, 
and also the peasants and mechanics, that they may pay taxes; and then, that they 
may live, they are obliged to make unjust conditions: thus the rich increase in 
wealth. They also who are in authority, and in favour at the court of princes, make 
more gain in wars, in famine, and in other calamities, than during times of peace 
and prosperity: for when peace flourishes, the state of things is then more equable; 
but when the poor are burdened, the rest grow fat. 17 

Amos proclaimed that the nations around them would lead them into captivity. Amos also 

vowed that God would someday restore the land and bless the land under a revitalized 

Davidic dynasty. 

Amos worked as a farmer and shepherd. He lived 15 kilometers south of 
Jerusalem in a town called Tekoa. 18 Throughout Amos’ homeland and the surrounding 


17 Doorly, Prophet of Justice, 300. 

18 New English Translation Bible, 1827. 
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nations, the culture was spiritually corrupt. Amos was disgusted by their lack of sincerity 
and lack of gratefulness for the wealth that God had provided for them. He makes it a 
point to emphasize God’s disapproval of the Israelites, reminding them that they have 
broken the covenant that had originally made them God’s chosen people. The Israelites 
had stopped obeying the Jewish Law. If they had followed this law, they would have 
cared for the weak and the poor. God detests the fact that the people of Israel had come to 
regard their prosperity as works of their own hand. Their pride meant that they replaced 
Yahweh as the foundation of their existence. People worshiped false Gods, maintained 
slavery, and held disproportionate resources. The hearts of the wealthy were filled with 
greed and contentment. The actions of the Israelites prompted God to shower wrath upon 
them. Amos, on the other hand, lived as a God-fearing man. Amos came from a religious 
family. His father Manasseh was a priest, and Amos later became a prophet in Northern 
Israel. 


Literary Context 

In having a rich communion with God, Amos was shown the vision of Israel’s 
fall. After seeing God’s revelation, Amos made it his mission to forewarn the Israelites to 
change their ways. Among all the prophets in the Bible, Amos was the first prophet 
whose words were preserved in the Bible. The book of Amos is the first intensive 
collection of recorded prophesies associated with a prophet. Amos’ purpose was fulfilled 
in that he was delivering a message that God had for the people. The book of Amos is 
still relevant today. Consumerism, individualism, injustices, and indifference to the poor 
are behaviors observed today as they were during Amos’ day. In a globalized world, 
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wealth is in the hands of a few while the majority starve to death. The rich become richer 
and richer, while the poor become poorer and poorer. Amos reminds us that social justice 
and the equitable distribution of the world’s resources are what we are called to do. 

Perhaps what initiated the downfall of Israel was their impulsive decision making. 
“Decisions made in Samaria adversely affected the general population of Israel. These 
decisions factored the royal family, the royal court, the urban merchant class, the 
professional military establishment and other bested interest of those located in the 
Samaria. The average citizen of Israel in the days of Amos saw his or her life destroyed 
economically and was helpless to do anything about it. For justice to rule, all those 
affected must take part in the decision making process. 19 ” Yet too often, those persons of 
influence in society do not speak up. This is what separated Amos from others in the 
community. He stood up. He stood out. He was a prophet who was led by the spirit to 
speak for the poor and powerless of Israel. 20 . 

The legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King, Gandhi, Dorothy Day, and John Paul II 
emulate the footsteps of the Old Testament prophet Amos. The oracles of Amos proclaim 
three important factors concerning Israel: 1) God will show mighty acts to his people, 2) 
depiction of Israel’s rebellious acts toward God, and 3) the pronouncement of the divine 
judgement. 21 Moreover, the book of Amos is a call to practice in the sense of liberation 
and practical theology. It challenges the people of God to reexamine its perception of 
final judgement solely as “sinners in the hands of an angry God.” The Lord’s judgement 


19 Doorly, Prophet of Justice, 88. 

20 Doorly, Prophet of Justice, 87. 

21 Timothy Greene, Hosea/Joel/Amos/Ohadiah/Jonah/Micah, New Beacon Bible Commentary 
(Kansas City, KS: Beacon Hill Press, 2014), 246. 
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holds the people of God accountable for the unique covenant relationship they share with 


God. 22 

Amos 6:1 reads, “Woe to you that are complacent in Zion and to you that feel 
secure on Mt. Samaria. You noble men of the foremost nation. To whom the people of 
Israel come.” Zion is the poetic name of Jerusalem. 23 In verses 1-8, Amos introduced the 
concept of woe. In verse 1, the prophet addresses woe against persons who are 
complacent and confidently secure. Both terms depict a sense of arrogant ease and 
overconfidence in the people. This misplaced trust and false security embodies itself in 
the longing of the Day of Yahweh. 24 The leaders of Samaria ignored the basic 
fundamentals of real leadership. They were content with the status quo. They were more 
concerned with privilege than perfonnance, with reputation than with responsibilities. By 
comprising themselves to those less than fortunate, they lost their vision and goal. 25 

When woe is used in the Bible, it indicates God’s displeasure. As a result of his 
discontentment, it implies that an action or consequence will soon follow. Woe, the 
Hebrew interjection, may be alas it is frequently in prophesying. 26 Amos leveled his 
attack at those living in complacency and luxury in Israel and Judah. Great wealth and 
comfortable living give people a sense of security. God is not pleased when people that 


22 Greene, Hosea/Joel/Amos/Obadiah/Jonah/Micah, 251. 

23 James Coffman, Commentary ; on the Minor Prophets, vol. 1 (Houston, TX: ACU Press, 1986), 
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25 James Smith, Hosea & Amos: A Christian Interpretation (Tallahassee, FL: Lulu.com Publisher, 
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26 Richard Cripps, Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Books of Amos, 2 nd ed (London, 
UK: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1955), 36. 
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are more fortunate isolate themselves and neglect the needs of others. He wants his 
children to care for people regardless their social class or religion. The kingdom of God 
has no place for selfishness or indifference. Amos consistently proclaims the awaited 
judgment and punishment for all of Israel. They failed to realize that the privilege of 
covenant relationship with Yahweh also carried heavy responsibilities, including the 
imitation of the holiness of God, so that the Hebrews might be his light to the nations. 27 

Amos alarms that we must learn to put the needs of others before our wants. 

Using our wealth to help others is one way to guard against pride and complacency. What 
the children of Israel failed to realize was that their complacency would lead them to be 
conquered by Assyria. 

Dissimilar to his countrymen, Amos was affluent and did not cause for that to 
interfere with his ministry. Obedience is the test of a faithful servant to God’s call. 
Although he was wealthy, he did not mind being a lay person in the church. He was 
compelled to serve the people from corruption and pain. 

Amos’ two personified stances toward the call for social justice are: 1) 
ecclesiology and 2) eschatological. Ecclesiology is systematic theology. 28 Eschatological 
is the doctrine of last things or the part of systematic theology that deals with the last 
things. 29 Eschatology sets forth the truth that the history of an individual, of a race, and 
the world will reach its appointed consummation. Amos’ theology was of Yahweh, the 


27 R. Patterson and A Hill, Cornerstone Biblical Commentary: Minor Prophets Hosea-Malachi, 
vol 10 (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2008), 182. 
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Creator and deity over Israel and all nations (5:18-20). His eschatological perspective 
affirmed that Yahweh would invoke the absolute end, igniting judgment upon all of 
Israel. As a prophet of eschatological doom and eschatological hope, he is a prophet of 
Yahweh’s potential for the remnant of the people of God. 30 Proclaiming to the remnants 
of God’s people, those unsaved or needing reconciliation with God, Amos offered a 
beacon of hope for them to turn away from evil. Amos encouraged the children of Israel 
to turn away from paganism and to worship God alone (5:14-15). 

Author Herbert Hoffman noted that an important aspect of the social role of 
Amos’ message is that he does not condemn wealth in principle. 31 Instead, the issues are 
how one acquires wealth and how one uses it. For Amos, religion is a lifestyle, and 
decadence cancels all religious activities. 32 In Prophet of Justice, William Doorly 
mentions that the lifeworks of Amos influenced multiple homiletical themes for one to 
ponder. Among them, the most vital is: “He only spoke of one sin: the selfish greed of the 
rich and powerful of Samaria in preventing the fair distribution of the earth’s resources 
among all of the people in Israel.” It is when we discover the intensity of the original 
oracles of Amos that we disclose the roots of social justice in the Old Testament. 33 

Comparing the days of Amos and now, dissension exists within society, where 
members of the community question the depth of prophets’ messages and their sincerity 
in proclaiming God’s truth. Gerhard Hasel critiques the works of Amos contending that 

30 Gerhard Hasel, Understanding the Book of Amos (Grand Rapids: MI: Baker Book House, 1991), 
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31 H. B. Huffman, The Social Role of Amos’ Message (Winnona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1983), 
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32 Hasel, Understanding the Book of Amos, 13. 
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although he was the voice of the oppressed and powerless, he did not proclaim salvation 


for them. 34 Hasel asserts that if Amos did not have wealth, his message could have been 
more resounding. Had Amos traded his wealth or given up associations with opulent 
friends in obedience to the call, Israel would have found refuge. People continue to have 
skepticism about theology and religious prophets. During the 1960’s there were those 
questioning as to why an affluent black preacher such as Dr. Martin Luther King needed 
to be the forefront of the Civil Rights Movement. Certain schools of thought believed that 
he wanted to make a name for himself. Others considered King having sincerity to the 
call and commission to Christ, as Amos did in his life account. 

In 1964, Joseph Washington Jr. wrote a book entitled Black Religion. In his book, 
Washington affirmed that black churches really were not Christian churches but political 
associations. 35 The inception of the National Conference of Black Churchmen (NCBC), 
the Society for the Study of Black Religion (SSBR) along with the American Academy of 
Religion (AAR) continued to fuel the discussion about theology and the impact it could 
have on communities, specifically African American communities. 36 

In the words of Amos, “Woe to you who are complacent in Zion.” African 
American religious followers are affiliated to the church, but their ministerial works do 
not encompass the neighborhood in which their church exists. The black church is in its 
community but is not the community to the people who need it most-those in poverty, 


34 Hasel, Understanding the Book of Amos, 101. 
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undereducated, ill, and victimized. Thus, black religion is an instrument or tool for social 


protest as opposed to an authentic historical expression of Christianity. 37 The goal of 
black theology is moral and ethical action leading to liberation. 38 Contemporary 
communities of color are skeptic toward the power and potential of the church. “If God 
were black, then God would liberate black people from oppression.” 39 That sentiment 
remains within the African American church which reengages itself through 
collaboration, education, and advocacy. Presently, there is a wave of African American 
Christians leaving what was considered the ‘black church’ and its community and 
attending multiracial, multi-generational churches. Often these multi-racial and multi- 
generational churches are led by Caucasian ministers. Some black Christians are 
opponents of the black church and black theology, and they initiate the propaganda that 
there is not a need for the black church to save the black community from social 
injustices because it’s a mankind concern. The very community in which blacks evolve, 
those left oppressed in it remain there saying, “God has not liberated, is not liberating, or 
will not liberate black people from oppression. Because God is a white racist.” 40 

Detailed Analysis 

The Old Testament prophet Amos is a compelling figure in the spiritual 
imagination of ancient Israel, the Christian church, and the secular culture. Prophets are 
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known in biblical memories from Israel’s earliest times. Abram was called from 
Mesopotamia and became the father of all who believe in Israel’s God, to the New 
Testament times. Clearly, the witness of the biblical prophets was taken seriously, for it 
has been preserved in stories, oracles, and collections of prophetic material throughout 
the Hebrew scriptures. The prophetic voice thunders through Israel’s culture early and 
late. In the Hebrew scriptures, the prophets hear from God in dreams and visions, which 
have significance for individuals and entire communities. Other times, the text simply 
says that the “word of the LORD came to” the prophet, and then what follows has a 
strong visual component. 

In Old Testament Prophets for Today, Carolyn Sharp comments that prophets are 
known in biblical memories from Israel’s earliest times, when Abram was called from 
Mesopotamia and became the father of all who believe in Israel’s God, to New Testament 
times . 41 Clearly, the witness of the biblical prophets was taken seriously, for it has been 
preserved in stories, oracles, and collections of prophetic material throughout the Hebrew 
Scriptures. The prophetic voice thunders through Israel’s culture early and late. 
Theological Reflection 

As the Youth and Young Adult Minister at Mt. Zion Baptist Church, preaching 
the Word of God is not my only task in ministry. I live, work, and exist within a 
community that needs the black church. Cincinnati schools are failing, marriages and 
families are separating, and people are drifting away from what God wants us to be about 
and what His will and purpose is. I truly believe that my context of ministry is to meet the 
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people where they are at and empower them through the word and teachings of God in a 

form that is similar to that of Amos or Matthew. 

“Woe to the secure!” Conscious strength makes men and nations feel secure. As 
to Israel: 1. They were secure in religious privilege. “In Zion.” They presumed on 
their covenant relation. They ignored its sanctions, disregarded its responsibilities, 
and took it as a guarantee of immunity, even in sin. Religion is only good as a 
whole. To have its privileges without its spiritual character leads through carnal 
security to carnal indulgence, and so to a condition worse than to be destitute of 
both. 42 


Conclusion 

This text challenges people in my immediate context to reflect on what the 
ministry really is and to ponder whether African American churches are sincerely 
engaged in a ministry that is accessible, practical, and life-changing. Do we please men 
and shortchange God in our theology and religious practices? My answer would be the 
latter — in Cincinnati, Ohio, I see God being shortchanged because we, as the people of 
God, get tired of planning to do better. Parishioners are exacerbated with too lengthy 
church services, lack of community service hours all the while apathetic toward poverty 
and other socioeconomic factors that hinders progress in the kingdom. 

The ministry of Jesus Christ is the epitome of liberation theology. Jesus saw the 
world in a complete chaos. His heart ached when he saw the children of Israel living in 
bondage, and he developed a salvific plan to rectify the wrongs of everyone. Amos’ 
writings gave ample forewarning about God moving as a result of their sins. An unknown 
writer summed it up by saying, “God’s plan changed as a result of grace and mercy being 
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interjected.” Jesus had a plan to save them all from bondage, and that is why He was 
crucified and resurrected. There was a need for Jesus to rectify the wrongs of everyone, 
and by him being the sacrifice, now all people have the right to freedom through 
salvation. 


New Testament Foundations: 

35 And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues 
and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every 
affliction. 36 When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they 
were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 37 Then he said to his 
disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; 38 therefore, pray 
earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.” (Mt 9:35- 
38). 


Mathew 9:35—38 

In order to understand the need for God to send himself as the Messiah, one must 
clearly understand the humanity of Jesus. In the book of Matthew, Jesus is often 
referenced as associating with or being engaged with a diverse group of people. Whether 
it was discussions with the Pharisees, healing a leaper, visiting the sick or crying with a 
bereaved family, Jesus fellowshipped beyond social norms. He was a teacher. It is not 
enough to proclaim the Christian certainties; we must be able to show the significance of 
these certainties. 43 This is because the Jews and Greeks knew of a God, but they desired a 
tangible representation to personify the mission of the gospel. The significance of 
discovering the historical context of Matthew is to depict the authenticity of the Messiah 
and the responsiveness of his followers. The book of Matthew is the most developed 
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connection to the Old Testament in bridging prophecies to the manifestation of Jesus 
Christ in the New Testament. 44 The narrative was written as a timeline of Christ’s 
ministry and is kn own as one of the synoptic gospels. The word “synoptic” comes from 
two Greek words, syn and opesthai, meaning, “to see together.” 45 Matthew’s scriptures 
are in contrast to the other synoptic gospels because his writings do not reflect intimacy 
with Jesus as a disciple, but as a reporter. 

Historical, Social, Cultural, & Geographical Context 

The origin of Matthew’s manuscript dates back at least to the end of the 2 nd 
century. 46 The book is divided into five segments: 1) Jesus’ childhood, 2) Jesus’ ministry, 
3) opposition between Judaic customs and the church, 4) Jesus’ vision for the church, and 
5) the Resurrection. One writer describes Matthew’s style of writing in parallelisms to 
similar Hebrew authors. Matthew’s vocabulary (e.g., kingdom of heaven, holy city, 
righteousness, etc.) and subject matter (e.g., the law, defilement, the Sabbath, Messiah, 
etc.) are also distinctively Jewish. 47 

In the article entitled Gospel of Matthew, Noland suggests that Matthew’s style of 
writing expressed the “coming of the Messiah not just for the fulfillment of the Law or 
under Torah.. .but Jesus coming as an expression of God’s will for God’s people.” 48 His 
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(Jesus) role is not to do away with the law, but to bring people to a deeper understanding 
of that law. In addition to validating Jesus as the Messiah, the premise of Matthew’s 
account was to introduce the mission of the church. The writings of Matthew signify how 
one’s intention can become subjugated to moral conscientious once a person has accepted 
Jesus as the Savior and makes him the Lord of his/her life. Furthermore, the 37 th verse of 
Matthew serves as a prelude to the Great Commission. 

The Great Commission compels believers to go out and evangelize, to spread the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. Jesus commands this action out of love and compassion. Using 
parables to illustrate the significance of spreading the gospel, Jesus also requests his 
followers to save the unsaved, to feed and clothe the poor, and to uplift the downtrodden. 
The teachings of Christ involved a sense of community and social responsibility. He 
instituted those concepts when he first began his quest to find disciples. As He began his 
journey through Israel, He hand selected 12 men to become his disciples. Disciples 
become models for the life of every believer who is called to discipleship in the sense of 
being a student who learns Jesus’ teachings and passes them on to others. 

Only 3 out of the 12 disciples have recorded accounts about the experiences as a 
disciple. Matthew, or the shortening for Mattihyah, meaning “gift from God,” was one of 
the first students of Christ. 49 Incongruent to his Jewish heritage, Matthew held a career as 
a tax collector in the Roman Empire. The society viewed him and others in the Roman 
government as ravenous. As a result of his affluence, Matthew conditioned himself to a 
lifestyle of extravagance, vulgarity, and malice. Yet, his life altered with one encounter 
with Jesus in Capernaum. 
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Historical, Social, Cultural, and Geographic Context 

Matthew begins his Gospel with these words: The book of the genealogy of Jesus 
Christ. Here is a Jew writing principally for Jews, and his first assertion is that he is 
writing about Jesus the Messiah. His name is Jesus bar Joseph or Jesus of Nazareth. The 
term Christ is His title, and it means “Jesus the Anointed One” or “Jesus the promised 
Messiah.” 50 Nestled beside the Sea of Galilee, the city of Capernaum was a bulging 
macrocosm coursing economic stimuli, governmental powers, and diversity. 51 
Capernaum was ideal for Christ to select his disciples because he gained those that are 
wide-ranging in that culture. One can presume that Matthew was chosen to be one of the 
twelve disciples due to the skills and traits of being a tax collector. The primary 
responsibilities of a tax collector are to receive currency or goods, allocate taxes, and 
record keeping. In the midst of such prominence, there was also another side of 
Capernaum. 

While there, Jesus saw many that were plagued with physical and mental 
ailments. The more Jesus traveled, the more he healed, the more his heart was opened to 
move compassionately and be with the crowd. The theme of help for lost people, through 
the apostles commissioned to go out with the gospel, acts as a bridge to the next teaching 
section of this gospel. 52 In the narrative of Matthew 9:37-39 Jesus explains to his 
disciples that the “harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few. Pray ye therefore the Lord 
of the harvest, that he will send forth laborers into His harvest.” 
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Literary Context 

Jesus uses this analogy to illustrate the need for work to be done to fulfill the 
kingdom of God. Like a farmer manages its land, the fanners also need workers to help 
harvest their crops. As Jesus witnessed the varied lifestyles in Capernaum, he told 
Matthew and other disciples that “the laborers are few.” Despite Matthew having 
prominence in the town, his stature did not help those who needed help the most. 
Extremely early church tradition attributes to the writing of this gospel and has in view 
persecution that exposes a rift between Christians who remain faithful to their Christian 
profession despite the persecution and those who are proving themselves unfaithful 
because of it , 53 

There is an urgent need for sufficient workers to be able to harvest the crop before 
it spoils. No specific identity should be given to the “few” existing workers: the focus is 
on the need for additional resources. 

Jesus went about doing good to all (Acts 10:38): 1. The extent of His labors 
(about all the cities and villages); 2. the order of His labors (teaching in their 
synagogues); 3. the characteristic feature of His labors (preaching the gospel of 
the kingdom); 4. the seal of His labors (healing every sickness, etc.).—While the 
Lord passed through rich cities and villages, His attention was mainly directed to 
the need and the sufferings of the people.—How wants seem to grow in 
proportion as the Lord gives help: 1. This help brings them to light; 2. it inspires 
with courage to make them known.—But when He saw the multitudes He was 
moved with compassion on them.—Christ looking on the scattered flock of man: 

1. A look of penetration; 2. a look of sorrow; 3. a look of saving mercy.—The 
impression which the people made on the Lord: 1. Not admiration, but pity; 2. not 
aversion, but pity; 3. not discouragement, but pity.—The Church under the 
hierarchical shepherds of older and more modern times: 1. Without a shepherd, 
and therefore without protection, and broken down; 2. without a shepherd, and 
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therefore not led to the green pastures, and cast down.—Christ bom to be the 
Shepherd of men, and in His compassion the Shepherd of His people. 54 
The laborers are few because there is much work to be done among God’s 

children. There are few prepared or willing to assume the responsibility involved. 55 In 

order to fulfill the degree of evangelism to God’s standard; one must become personable 

with the Messiah themselves. Matthew’s life changed not just when he acknowledged 

Jesus but when he began to exhibit Christ’s character. 

If we take seriously God’s becoming a man, then we must take our human 
relationships more seriously as well, for each one reproduces the chances and 
hopes of the Incarnation itself, each one asks us to take on the flesh of the human 
situation more truly and more compassionately. 56 


Detailed Analysis 

It is significant to compare the works of a prophet and disciple in order to identify 
the correlation between the past and old church laypersons. The most common modern 
reconstruction of the relationship among the Synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke) identifies Mark as the earliest of the three, with Matthew and Luke both utilizing 
Mark’s gospel extensively as one of their sources. Slightly less entrenched but still 
commanding a widespread majority following is the “Q” hypothesis, in which Matthew 
and Luke each utilized a second source, which is no longer extant, and hence, labeled Q, 
probably from the Gennan word for source. 57 
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Theological Reflection 

Jesus commissioned all of us to go out and serve. Amos submitted to God and 
embarked upon the opportunity to forewarn the children of Israel about God’s judgment. 
Matthew surrendered his life and continued the works of Christ in teaching and 
evangelizing. The notion of “the laborers are few” is a historic statement but a present 
predicament. Additionally, the expectations Jesus gave his followers has not changed. 

The call to social justice, demonstrating compassion and fellowshipping in love, is 
somewhat obsolete in today’s world. One might ask how these writings correlate to the 
African American church losing its prophetic impact. Between 1960 and 2016, the 
percentage of children living in families with two parents decreased from 88 to 69. 58 Of 
those 50.7 million children living in families with two parents, 47.7 million live with two 
married parents and 3.0 million live with two unmarried parents. According to the Census 
Bureau, 43.1 million people live in poverty. 59 The majority of those that were 
impoverished were elder, children, and certain ethnic groups such as Hispanics and 
Blacks. 

In the village of Woodlawn, Ohio, where I serve as the Youth and Young Adult 
Minister, the annual operating budget for 2013 was over a million dollars. Mt. Zion 
Baptist Church in Woodlawn does not have a food pantry, clothing closet, school, health 
clinic, or mental health professional on staff. What is the impact of the church when it has 
that type of income but the lives in that community are not changed? When the authentic 
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mission and purpose of the church is discharged, “the eschatological calling of people 

into the kingdom of God” 60 is resolved. 

The black church must never mistake the Sunday morning motions as the 
spiritual, intellectual, emotional, physical and social actions that must be taken 
Monday through Saturday for the full-service of mankind. The act of preaching 
motivates the soul and the melodies of song enlivens the motion, yet motivation 
and enlivening are not enough for debt to be eliminated, graduation rates to rise 
and affordable housing and healthcare to be attained. 61 

Conclusion 

There was a time when the Mt. Zion did not function weakly. The church 
originated in 1869 in the home of parishioner Sister Rebecca Savannah. It was a small 
group of Christians that met weekly to have worship and prayer services. Through prayer 
and evangelism, the church expanded, and its missionary work transfonned not only the 
community of Woodlawn but the nation. In 1961, the National Baptist Progressive 
Convention (NBPC) was actually founded at the church. Under the tutelage of Pastor 
Rev. Otis Moss Jr. 1961-1971, Mt. Zion was the local hub for the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC). Working alongside civil rights activists Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth, Rev. Joseph Jackson, and Rev. Joseph Lowery, 
the Mt. Zion Church, Woodlawn, hosted rallies, marched, conducted voter registration 
drives, disseminated equal rights information, and mobilized fundraising efforts. Inspired 
by the social teachings of the church was involved in ministry and evangelism. 


60 Cripps, Critical and Exegetical Commentary ; on the Books of Amos, 91. 

61 Robert Harvey, “Restoring the Social Justice Identify of the Black Church,” Student Pulse, 
http://www.inquireisjournal.com/articles/162/restoring-the-socical-justice-identify-of-the-black-church. 
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Presently, there are over 700 inactive members on the church roll. 62 The 
intentions of Mt. Zion’s founders were civic engagement, building a school, hosting 
Narcotics Anonymous/Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, and build housing units for low- 
income families. At present, they do not exist and there is rarely a conversation asking 
how to implement those opportunities in the community. 

Woe unto the church, its leaders, and its members that dwells in complacency. 

Mt. Zion Baptist Church has become a monument, a mere collection of former works. 
Amos spoke truth regarding why the people would face judgment based upon their state 
of believing that all was well in Israel although the majority of the community was 
hurting, broken, and in desperate need of help. The current picture that Mt. Zion displays 
looks similar to this text. Mt. Zion is comprised of a congregation who are achievers, who 
look apart, speak well, live a grand lifestyle, and dwell on the past battles that the church 
has fought. Members hang their hats on what has been accomplished because of them 
their family names and leaders who use to pastor the church. As a minister, evolving 
theologian, and believer, I seek to stand and speak with a prophetic voice to recapture the 
church’s attention to the problems impacting the community. Additionally, I challenge 
the church in a call to action to move from complacency to movement in evangelism, 
service, and love. 

The second text in Matthew helps to fuel the fire for believers to leave the 
mountain (complacency) and go down to the valley (service). The laborers are few 
because of weakened visibility, ill-equipped, and ineffectual to the task. Jesus saw 
multitudes of people hungry for change, renewal, and revival within the spirit. When 


62 Scott, Mt. Zion Baptist Church Annual Report, 4. 
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Jesus saw this, he spoke that the harvest is plentiful. Mt. Zion has to understand the 
importance of not resting upon its tradition but to build upon it. We are the laborers, and 
Jesus is expecting us to reap the harvest. He has lost so many that have already gone 
astray. During harvest season, a farmer is never hesitant to glean crops. The church can 
no longer be afraid to plant and reap. The community of Woodlawn and the nation as a 
whole need the Mt. Zion church to regain its prophetic impact. 

The scripture for this assignment speaks to those in the church and out of the 
church. Why? We are all God’s children and are responsible for each other. Those that 
are in the church know that being a brother’s keeper is an expectation of God. Those that 
are outside of the church did not have an understanding of God and cannot fathom the 
idea of service and ministering. During the time of the 8 th century prophets, social 
injustice and crimes against humanity were taking place because of greed and corruption. 
The prophets of the 8th century were primarily concerned about the people and especially 
the victims of the power structure of society. They, each in his own way, fought against 
the unethical lifestyle of the people of God and sought to bring about a reversal of the 
ethical decline. They sought to right the relationship the people had with God, with 
themselves, and finally, with their environment. It is when all three of these things are 
present that the covenant relationship is complete. 

Marvin McMickle wrote a book entitled, Where Are the Prophets ? This book 
talks about the sense of who is speaking for the people and why are the chosen people of 
God not being the leaders that are needed in the community. God has always been and 
will continue to be a provider; however, he expects us to look to him for guidance and 
directions. Today’s society has evolved into a place where great leadership equates to a 
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large amount of money. 63 The rich are getting richer while the poor become poorer. This 
was not the life God intended for the people, and God became upset because of the lack 
of respect showed toward him as well as the lack of caring for the well-being of the 
people. 

During the Old Testament day, while the rich were getting richer, the prophets 
spoke up about this and warned the people of what God’s expectations were. Leaders of 
today rarely speak up to even declare what the expectations of God are. Our society is 
now transformed into a place where good leadership is equated with the amount of 
materialism a person has. In today’s world, we see a society that has moved away for the 
works of God by trying to do what we think God has for us to do instead of using the 
word and being spirit led. I truly believe that my context of ministry is to meet the people 
where they are and empower them through the Word and teachings of God. 

My approach can be similar even to those of an 8th century prophet or Roman tax 
collector. This text challenges people in my immediate circumstance to reflect on what 
the ministry really is. There will be those that will wrestle with how to measure outcomes 
or be led by the Spirit. God is pleased when we are engaged in ministry that is beneficial 
beyond the walls of the church. We cannot continue to function in the current way of 
pleasing men but shortchanging God. His sentiment to go out, to serve, to show 
compassion, has not lost its significance from the first time they were spoken 2000 years 
ago. 

Presently, there are 300 active members of the church and 1100 inactive 
members. The church charter considers one active as long as a person makes at least two 


63 Marvin McMickle, Where are the Prophets? (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrims Press, 2006), 35. 
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financial contributions within a six-month period. The Mt. Zion Baptist Church, 
Woodlawn has 99% African American congregants. About 65% of parishioners are 60 
years old or older, 20% are 18 years and under, and less than 10% are between the ages 
of 19 and 25. Congregants of the church are considered as the upper middle class, at least 
half of the congregations are college graduates and close to 10% of its members are 
entrepreneurs. In keeping in line with the church’s emphasis to help others socially and 
economically, the ministry has offered $20,000 in benevolence to families in Woodlawn 
and over $40,000 to nation-wide and international relief projects such as Hurricane 
Sandy, Angel Tree, Matthew 25, and Haitian Relief. Additionally, Mt. Zion is a financial 
member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 
United Negro College Fund (UNCF), and National Baptist Progressive Convention. 

Win Am & Elmer Towns co-authored a contemporary work on church growth 
called Church Growth: State of the Art. The dialogue in the book explores the different 
types of evangelism, which Macintosh claimed as the indisputable nucleus of church 
growth. First, Arn and Towns wrote that there is Presence Evangelism, which is getting 
next to people and helping them, and doing well in the world. The second is 
Proclamation Evangelism, which is presenting the gospel, and communicating the death 
and resurrection of Christ. Third, Persuasion Evangelism, which makes disciples for 
Christ, and incorporates people into the body of Christ. 64 

Macintosh expounded upon evangelism further in his book, Evaluating the 
Church Growth Movement, by asserting three core principles of church growth. The first 


64 Am Wins and Elmer Towns, Church Growth: State of the Art (Cambridge, MA: Tyndale 
Publications, 1986), 42. 
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standard is to exemplify the New Testament scriptures of Jesus Christ as God and Savior 
and to encourage men and women to become disciples and responsible members of the 
church. The second principle is thinking strategically to examine and remove barriers that 
may prevent the church from growing. The third principle is to commence programs that 
will fulfill God’s purpose for the church and form expansion. 

Perhaps there are some that believe African American churches need to become 
transfonnative in their response to unravel the problems of today’s generation. No longer 
are black churches hosting political rallies, marching to capital or state buildings 
requesting equality in education, employment, and healthcare. There are countless 
existing ministries within the church that sing, evangelize, dance, provide childcare, feed 
the homeless, and use other God-given abilities to help humanity. Yet, it appears that 
everyone replicates those ministries out of habit and not service. The compassion and 
enthusiasm to display social teachings of Christ have become stagnant. 

Mt. Zion and countless others African American churches have shifted from 
movements to monuments. The community of Woodlawn spans over less than 2 miles, 
and there are seven black churches in the area. Of those churches, four of them offer a 
full childcare learning center and soup kitchen while the remaining three churches only 
sponsor annual events that consist of food giveaways or toy giveaways for children 
during the Advent season. Why isn’t one church offering a soup kitchen, another offering 
childcare, another providing GED classes, another hosting NA/AA meetings (narcotics 
anonymous/alcoholics anonymous), another family or grief counseling, and one 
providing free recreational programs for the youth? 

Economic disenfranchisement has disastrous consequences for human dignity. 

Liberation theologian Jon Sobrino insists that when we speak of poverty, we need 
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to realize the depths of suffering that we are talking about. Poverty is not just the 
absence of material wealth. Sobrino says poverty is “an expression of the denial 
and oppression of humanness, an expression of the need, the contempt, the 
voicelessness, and [the] anonymity that millions of human beings have 
suffered.... [EJconomic poverty expresses a deep human, anthropological, and 
social need: the difficulty of fonning a home.”l On many levels, poverty denies 
the poor a place in human community. It strikes at the very humanity of the poor, 
and thus it strikes at the heart of the God in whose image all of us have been 
made. The prophets’ call for social justice, then, may be seen not just as a 
reminder about Torah stipulations for compassion, but rather as an exhortation to 
stop ignoring and despising the heart of God. 65 

One of the reasons why African American churches remain stale and financially 
exhausted is due to the replication of services in the same conventional manner. What 
one generation tolerates, the next generation will embrace. Parishioners and clergy of the 
church need to rededicate themselves to God in serving humanity. Our ministerial work 
should not be performed in routine but with sincerity in hopes to fulfill the Great 
Commission of Christ. 


65 Sharp, Old Testament Prophets for Today, 85. 



CHAPTER THREE 


HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS 

Introduction 

To understand why there is strong support among blacks for black churches’ 
engagement in community outreach, we have to consider the historical development of 
black religious institutions and how they were integral to the idea of “racial uplift.” 
During the mid to late 19th century, a period of heightened institutional building in the 
aftermath of slavery, black churches became the center of black life, operating not only as 
places of worship for congregants but also as the incubator behind schools, business 
enterprises, clarity, politics, and recreation. Urban churches, in particular, offered an 
array of outreach services, encouraging congregants to help reform prison inmates, visit 
hospitals to assist the sick, and provide food and clothing for the indigent. In some 
instances, urban churches founded hospitals, orphanages, and nursing homes for 
freedmen and women. 1 

The purpose of this segment is to provide a historical framework on how the black 
church was established and support why there is a need for its existence and the need for 
it to be a living movement. The information is provided in four segments. The first 
portion will discuss biblical references of the church and how societal harms influenced 


1 William Montgomery, Under Their Own Vine and Fig Tree: The African American Church in 
the South 1865-1900 (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University, 1993), 50. 
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the church. The second portion will identify what specific crisis caused divergence in the 
church and how the children of God sought to dissolve the quandary. Following that, 
there will be a discussion concerning the emergence of various Christian denominations 
and what caused the separation of blacks from other Christians. Last, there will be a 
mention of historical events that lead to the continuance of the black and what matters the 
black church strives to reconcile. 

All throughout the Old Testament, the church, or temple as it was referred, was a 
place of scared worship. The temple signified a dwelling where only the high priest or 
those chosen by God could enter and a communion with the most holy of holies took 
place. Following the birth of Christ, the temple also encompassed as the meeting place 
where believers learned and shared about the teachings of Christ. Jesus extended 
knowledge in how to render service to man and cooperation with the government. In the 
book of Matthew 16:18, Jesus established that “on this rock I will build my church and 
the gates of hell shall not prevail against.” 2 Since Christ declared those words to his 
discipline Peter up until now, the church has become a paradoxical institution of where 
believers of Christ either demonstrate or reprove the love, compassion, and obedience of 
his command. 

The church, the spiritual union of God, the very place that should epitomize 
refuge to the unsaved, deliverance for the captives, hope and aid for the underprivileged, 
has become skewed and mobilized by individualistic political and economic agendas. 
Largely and vividly illustrated in European history between the 17 th and 18 th centuries, 
dilemmas caused by the slave trade influenced not only the government but also the 
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church. As slavery continued to spread throughout the Mid-Atlantic, Central America, 
and the United States, some Christians slave owners sought to legitimize slavery as the 
teachings of Christ. Slave owners did not want their slaves to participate in Christian faith 
because they did not want their slaves to consider themselves as equal to whites. 
Divergence and torment deepened in the church as Puritans, Quakers, and other 
Christians opposed slavery and began abolitionist movements. 

The Rich Baptist Tradition and Legacy 

In his 1706 article, The Negro Christianized, Puritan leader Cotton Mather argued 

for the humanity of blacks based upon religious obligation. 3 Mather referred to scriptural 

references noted in the Old Testament and compared this issue to the story of Moses 

delivering the Children of Israel from the hands of Pharaoh. 

One Table of the Ten Commandments, has this for the Sum of it; Thou Shalt 
Love thy Neighbor.. .Yea, if thou dost grant That God hath made of one 
Blood, All Nations of men; he is thy Brother, too. 4 

As blacks were freed or either escaped from slavery, thousands of them began to migrate 

to northern cities; later, this was known as the Reconstruction Era. While blacks were 

making efforts to change their social status, they too were seeking spiritual 

transfonnation. This conversion began to be known as the Great Awakening. The Great 

Awakening was the coordination of several church revivals throughout the North. The 

purpose of the Great Awakening was to introduce the gospel through redemption and 

salvation. This movement was initiated by preacher, Jonathon Edwards in 1730s. It was 


3 Cotton Maher, “The Negro Christianized,” Digitalcommimications.iml.edu. 

4 Maher, The Negro Christianized, 1. 
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spiritual enlightenment that sparked mixed fellowship and ministry among whites and 
blacks. 

I identify as one of the Baptist faith community. I believe that it is important to 
share some infonnation about the Baptist church. The Baptist tradition is one of the 
largest Protestant Christian denominations. Most Baptist churches agree with the basic 
Protestant doctrines, yet more emphasis is placed on the baptism of Christian believers 
(called "believer's baptism") and that this baptism should occur by immersion in water. 
Baptism is an early practice of the Christian church. Baptist churches have local church 
autonomy but are connected to each other through various associations. Most Baptists 
trace their heritage to the early 17 th -century aligned with the Church of England. The 
subsequent decision to fonn Christian communities with local autonomy, an emphasis on 
believer’s baptism, and an understanding of the church as primarily a community of 
believers fonnulates the belief of the Baptist. 

The Baptist tradition saw massive growth in the United States during the Great 
Awakening in the mid-18th century, followed by an increased interest and effort in 
foreign missions. Within the Baptist tradition, there are several branches. In the U.S., a 
significant split occurred within the Baptist tradition along the northern and southern 
states. This distinction in 1845 created the formation of the Southern Baptist Convention. 
Over two hundred years later, there remains stark differences between northern and 
southern Baptists regarding theology, ministry, and worship. Most Baptist churches tend 
to be evangelical in doctrine and vary greatly from extremely conservative to socially and 
politically liberal. Historically, blacks remained involved with the Baptist religious 
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denomination. Perhaps the most historic African American Baptist congregation is that of 
the First African Baptist Church in Savannah, Georgia. 

The First African Baptist Church is the oldest African American congregation in 
America. The congregation was formed in 1733 by Reverend George Leile. The building 
that housed the church was completed in 1859. It took almost 100 years before the 
congregation acquired ownership of the actual land where the church stood. The man 
who oversaw the completion of the church was Reverend William J. Campbell. The First 
African Baptist Church is a national landmark. It host tours on weekdays. The historical 
features inside the Church are unbelievable. There is the original 1832 pipe organ and the 
carvings on the ends of the Pews, which were made by slaves. The First African Baptist 
Church was used as a stop along the underground railroad. For the safety of those who 
offered refuge, no records were kept of how many slaves used the church on their way to 
the North. 

Another unique feature about the First African Baptist Church is that there are 
holes in certain areas of the church. The holes, also known as Congolese Cosmogram, 
were used as breathing holes for slaves as they stayed there during the passage of the 
underground railroad. Furthermore, the church has a unique ceiling and temple. Inside the 
church, you can view what is known as a Nine Patch Quilt. This design showed that the 
church was a resting place and safety net for slaves. It served as an entryway to the 
underground railroad. Slaves entered the church through a tunnel. To this day, people are 
unable to determine if slaves used the river or the underneath tunnels into neighborhoods 
to navigate to the north. I had the opportunity to visit the church. So much history was 
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shared during that time — not just about Savannah, or the church, but about the 
relationship African Americans have with the church. 

The African American Christian Tradition 

African Americans’ Christian faith tradition continued throughout the United 
States. In 1786, conflict arose when blacks’ parishioners were forcibly removed from 
church while in prayer so that whites could be seated. The very place where the children 
of God came to worship was interrupted by motives of ethnocentrism and classism. As a 
result of blacks being excluded from prayer, several black leaders formed the Free 
American Society in 1788. One of the co-founders of the organization was Richard Allen, 
who later became the founder and first bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church. 

The Free American Society was based on religious principles and ignited the 
inception of several African American churches and denominations throughout colonial 
America. Of which, the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church (AMEZ) was formed. 
In 1816, the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME) was created followed by the 
National Baptist Convention, U.S.A in 1895. These denominations and the churches that 
they birthed sought to gain independence from the white churches. These denominations 
promoted liberation to the children of God. As a result of an influx of black preachers and 
churches being established in the north, black preachers decided to evangelize in the 
south to broaden the scope of Ccristianity and the establishment of black churches. This 
development fostered what became the Second Awakening. The Second Awakening 
stressed the idea of having a personal relationship with Jesus as the Son of God. This 
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message about personal relationships with the Messiah spoke to the slaves’ trampled 
dignity, giving them a renewed sense of self-worth. The transformational messages from 
the Second Awakening attested slaves’ heavenly relationship transcending the power of 
their earthly masters. 

The Importance of Music in the Black Christian Tradition 

Another thing in particular that played an intraocular part in the expansion of the 
black church for freed and enslaved blacks was music and freedom of expression. Music 
brought hope to the slaves’ dismal lives. Slaves were taken back to the cotton fields and 
the slave quarters, which the slaves transfonned, and which would become an integral 
part of worship. Additionally, freedom of experience, “hush harbors” and other dwellings 
were prayer vigils and sennons that were shared with slaves at opportune times. Whether 
in a makeshift church (abandoned building), quarters, or out in the cotton fields, Blacks 
uttered expressions of hopes to a merciful and liberating God. 5 

Despite the inception of the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, the blacks still 
faced considerable social and economic challenges disproportionately compared to 
whites. Consequently, leaders in the black church began to use the church as the 
vanguard to identify not only the spiritual needs of blacks, but educational, political, and 
economical needs. Perhaps one of the best illustrations that can be used concerning the 
migration of blacks and how the institution of the church played a vital role in the 
socioeconomic development of the black community took place in Boston, Massachusetts 


5 Omar McRoberts, Streets of Glory: Church and the Community in a Black Urban Neighborhood 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 28. 
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during the nineteenth century. As early as 1870, native Massachusetts blacks made up 
only 37% of Boston’s black population and the remaining 63% were comprised of 
southerners and foreign migrants. In 1910, it was estimated that over 20,000 blacks 
populated the city. Many of them resided in the West End of the city that residents called 
Beacon Hill; while whites referred to that part of the city as “Nigger Hill. ” This locale 
was the first “colored business district.. .not only businesses, but most of the churches 
and social welfare organizations for the black community.” 6 

The Black Church at the Turn of the Twentieth Century 

The black church continued its momentum to aid the needs of its community well 
into the twentieth century. By the 1900’s, the African Methodist Episcopal church owned 
and operated five higher institutions for African Americans, which all are still operating 
today: Wilberforce University, Payne Theological Seminary, Wiley College, Allen 
College, and Morris Brown College. Other African American denominations evolved 
consisting of black churches that aided blacks such as the Abyssinian Baptist Church in 
Harlem, which maintained a soup kitchen, and the Good Shepherd Church in Chicago 
that sponsored a community center. Enduring the industrial revolution and civil rights 
era, the black church sustained its mission to serve God and humanity. 

It was in the black church during the 1950’s and 1960’s that severed as the 
meeting place for disseminating information, organizing protest, fundraising and 
fostering other socio-political organizations. Despite their secular missions, the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (1910), the Urban League (1919), 
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Southern Leadership Conference (1957), Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(1960), and the Congress of Racial Equality (1968) gained notoriety and support through 
the black church. Some of the most prominent leaders of the civil rights movement were 
black clergy and lay members. The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Rev. Dr. Otis Moss Sr., 
Rev. Jesse Jackson, Rev. Joseph Lowery, and many countless others used the scared 
pulpit to declare God’s grace and love for all mankind. 

Following the death of Dr. Martin Luther King and the passage of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, the black church experienced a moot point in detennining the next initiative. 
The black church also lost its ambition to continue the work it had already began. While 
deliberating which challenge to defeat next, it appeared that the black church became 
invisible. Black leaders sat down. Resources became strewn, and inspiration became 
apathetic. Presently, the debate is no longer about what the black church is and how it is 
different from the white church. The argument becomes what is the black church doing? 
Is it possible for the black church to continue the teachings of Christ in hopes to provide 
renewed spirits yet not offer practical applications in how to cope with the challenges of 
life? 

Black churches are very powerful forces in the African American community and 
always have been. Because religion has been that one place where you have an 
imagination that no one can control. And so, as long as you know that you are a 
human being and nobody can take that away from you, then God is that reality in 
your life that enables you to kn ow that. 7 


7 Cone, The Cross and The Lynching Tree, 110. 



69 

Mt. Zion and the Progressive National Baptist Convention Connection 

For the purposes of this study, Mt. Zion Baptist Church, Woodlawn is used as a 
case study. Mt. Zion resides within city limits of Cincinnati, Hamilton County, Ohio. 
According to the city data report, less than 3,500 people live in the community. About 
69% are African American, 25% White, 2% Asian, 2% Hispanic, and 2% other. About 
41% of the neighborhood is married, 35% are not married, 12% divorced, 8% widowed, 
and 2% separated. 8 The median household income is $44,329. 9 Less than a 2-mile radius, 
Woodlawn consist of 3 edifices: The Woodlawn Elementary School, Woodlawn Police 
and Municipal Building, and the historic Mt. Zion Baptist Church. Perhaps what has been 
the cornerstone of the community has been that of the church due to its legacy of 
promoting social justice and political advocacy. The Mt. Zion Baptist Church of 
Woodlawn served as the pillar to the community in providing spiritual guidance, 
financial assistance, educational opportunities, and political awareness. 

Under the leadership of the Rev. Wallace Shelton, the body of believers at Mt. 
Zion began to grow and changed its place of worship to a one-room dwelling in a 
weatherboard structure. The purpose of the church is to spread the gospel through 
establishing, developing, and promoting all aspects of the church ministry within 
Woodlawn and surrounding areas. Mt. Zion is a member of the National Baptist 
Progressive Convention. The NBPC was actually founded at the church in 1961 when 
dissension arose among the National Baptist Convention regarding what should be the 
responsiveness of the church regarding the civil rights movement and apartheid in Africa. 

8 “Quick Facts,” The United States Census, http://quickfacts.Cen sus.gov/qfd/sates/39-391500. 

html. 

9 “City Data Report.” The United States Census, http://city-data. com/Cincinnati-Ohio.html. 
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The organization believes that based upon the social teachings of Christ, it is their 
responsibility and obligation to support social equality. There are four principles of the 
assembly: fellowship, progress, service, and peace. 10 

The PNBC started as a movement that reflected the religious, social, and political 
climate of its time. Its mission was to transform the traditional African American Baptist 
Convention as well as the society. The fonnation of the convention was wrapped up in 
the civil rights movement and was started by some of the same persons who were 
involved in the freedom movement for African Americans in the United States. Out of 16 
pastorates, the church has actively been engaged in religious policy and social advocacy. 
Particularly heightened during the civil rights movement, congregants of the church were 
committed to resolving social inequalities that damaged the city and the nation. Even 
after the passage of the Civil Rights Act, the church continues to engage itself in the 
fulfillment of social justice, economic advancement, and literacy for African Americans. 
Since its inception, the church has held fast to its vision “Followers of Christ dedicated to 
Love and Service to God and Humankind.” 11 

Traditionally, the black church existed as a safe harbor, a place of spiritual 
empowerment and as an impetus for community development for generations of African 
Americans. There is a myriad of issues devastating the black community that can 
overwhelm resources of the local churches. Today, many African American churches are 
struggling to survive in economically strapped communities, lacking the financial and 


10 “History of the National Baptist Progressive Convention,” National Baptist Progressive 
Convention-History, http://www.pnbc.org. 

11 “History of the National Baptist Progressive Convention,” National Baptist Progressive 
Convention-History, http://www.pnbc.org. 
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personnel resources required to provide fundamental services to enhance ministry 
outreach into their immediate environment. In their eagerness to serve, the pastors of 
these churches tend to commit an enormous amount of their time, energy, and personal 
resources in efforts to meet the needs of their parishioners. Yet, research shows that if 
pastors are also able to focus their attention on the needs of the surrounding community, 
their congregations will likely follow their lead and involve themselves in community 
activities as well. 


Spirituality and the Black Church 

In the article Spirituality, Religion, and the Black Church in the Twenty-First 
Century, writers affirm that prophetic energies are not an inherent part of black churches, 
but instances of men and women who grasp the fullness of meaning to be one with God. 12 
This cannot be passed down but must be embraced at the moment in which one finds 
one’s feet. This ensures that prophetic energies can be expressed again and again. The 
death of the black church, as we have known it, occasions an opportunity to breathe new 
life into what it means to be black and Christian. 13 Black churches and preachers must 
find their prophetic voices, and in doing so, black churches will rise again. This insists 
that the black church will regain the national stage, not as sycophants of a glorious past, 
but as witnesses to the ongoing revelation of God’s love in the here and now as Christians 
work on behalf of those who suffer the most. 


12 C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence Mamiyah, Spirituality, Religion, and the Black Church in the 
Twenty-First Century, 2, last modified September 18, 2017, http://stateofblackchicago.org/pdfs. 

13 Lincoln and Mamiyah, Spirituality, Religion, and the Black Church in the Twenty-First Century, 
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Personal ministry is not always knowing what to say. It is not about fixing 
everything in sight that is broken. Personal ministry is about connecting people with 
Christ so they are able to think as he would have them think, desire what he says is best, 
and do what he calls them to do even if their circumstances never get fix. It involves 
exposing hurt, lost, and confused people to God’s glory. So that they can give up their 
own pursuit for their glory to live for his. 14 

From King to Obama 

Following Dr. King’s death, influence and action within the black church 
dissipated. The black church lapsed in responsiveness toward monitoring and promoting 
social equalities. “Their voices have shrunk because the pulpit has shrunk.” 15 The black 
church and its leaders appeared to shift focus and action away from personal ministry. 
Rev. Arthur Prince commented, “Once the main barriers of government-sanctioned 
segregation were torn down, people shifted their hope to politicians, not the church. ” 16 
Whereas others believed that since the Civil Rights Acts passed, there was uncertainty in 
how to fight. Rabbi Jonathan Miller commented, “But many of the politicians who sit at 


14 David Allen Tripp, Dangerous Calling: Confronting the Unique Challenges of Pastoral 
Ministry (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Publishing, 2012), 1. 

15 Greg Garrison, “Church pulpits gave the civil rights movement its leaders; can faith still ignite 
social change like it did in 1963?,” March 26, 2019, AL.com, https://www.al.com/ living/2013/03/ church 
pulpits_gave_the_civil.html. 

16 Greg Garrison, “Church pulpits gave the civil rights movement its leaders; can faith still ignite 
social change like it did in 1963?,” March 26, 2019, AL.com, https://www.al.com/ living/2013/03/ church 
pulpits_gave_the_civil.html. 
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the table with Pharaoh and eat the food of Pharaoh cannot challenge the Pharaoh.” 17 
Rabbi Jonathan Miller said, “We’ve become a more conservative country. We are more 
than accepting to the status quo. Maybe the evils in society don’t seem so blatant as in 
Jim Crow times, or they seem so complicated.” 18 The myriad of complexities within the 
African American community are profound. 

Commencing from slavery, Reconstruction, de facto segregation, Great 
Migration, and the Civil Rights Era up until present day, the magnitude and level of 
inequalities affecting the black community surmounts other racial groups. Despite 
legislative efforts, blacks continue to struggle with social advancements. Education, 
employment, incarceration, health care and political involvement disproportionately 
affect blacks. Since the Bureau of Labor Statistics began reporting the black 
unemployment rate in 1972, it has usually been about twice the white unemployment rate 
in good economic times and in bad, as well as at every level of education. At the end of 
2017, federal and state prisons in the United States held about 475,900 inmates who were 
black and 436,500 who were white - a difference of 39,400. 19 


17 Greg Garrison, “Church pulpits gave the civil rights movement its leaders; can faith still ignite 
social change like it did in 1963?,” March 26, 2019, AL.com, https://www.al.com/ living/2013/03/ church_ 
pulpits_gave_the_civil.html. 

18 Greg Garrison, “Church pulpits gave the civil rights movement its leaders; can faith still ignite 
social change like it did in 1963?,” March 26, 2019, AL.com, https://www.al.com/ living/2013/03/ church_ 
pulpits_gave_the_civil.html. 

19 John Gramlich, “The gap between the number of blacks and whites in prison is shrinking,” Pew 
Research Center, April 30, 2019, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/04/30/shrinking-gap- 
between-number-of-blacks-and-whites-in-prison/. 
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If the problem of the twentieth century was, in W. E. B. DuBois’s famous words, 


“the problem of the color line,” 20 then the problem of the twenty-first century is the 
problem of colorblindness, the refusal to acknowledge the causes and consequences of 
enduring racial stratification. 21 The concept of colorblindness correlates to African 
Americans making advancements in society, yet being handicapped in manifesting 
substantial outcomes. In 2008, America elected its first African American President- 
Barack Obama. His presidency signified a pivotal opportunity for African Americans to 
gain social advancement. Black folks had high expectations for President Obama to 
deliver on matters that were negatively affecting blacks. Expectations were in relation to 
lowering unemployment, reparations, prison reform, and funding for nonprofit and faith 
base organizations. President Obama held the highest office in the nation; however, he 
experienced extreme criticism in how he handled social disparities. Columnist Laura 
Burke of Black Press American wrote, “What is known is that President Obama is about 
to leave office with African Americans in their worst economic situation since Ronald 
Reagan.” 22 President Obama was refined in balancing the playing field for equal 
opportunities while experiencing stigmatic racism. Systemic racism impeded his ability 
to navigate legislation and create executive mandates to create change. 


20 The quote, “the problem of the color line,” has been quoted by W. E. B. DuBois in many of his 
work and speeches and is in the public domain. 

21 Naomi Murakawa, The First Civil Right: How Liberals Built Prison America (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 34. 

22 Laura Burke, “Is Black America Better Off Under Obama?,” blackpressureusa, 
https://blackpressusa. com/is-black-america-better-off-under-obama/. 
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Following President Obama’s departure from office, African Americans found 
themselves at a crossroads. African Americans continued to be disenfranchised, 
experiencing high morbidity, overly incarcerated, racially profiled, impoverished, 
unemployed and under educated. Black politicians were perceived as incompetent in 
executing political agendas. The black church’s influence and power remained 
constrained. Particularly between 2016-2018, there was an uprising of fatalities among 
African American men and women while encountering law enforcement. Travon Martin, 
an unarmed African American teen, was gunned down by his neighbor while walking 
home. Freddy Gray, an unarmed African American man, was killed while selling DVDs 
on a New York City corner. Saundra Bland died while in police custody after being 
arrested for a minor traffic offense. These incidents and others ignited a call to justice. 
Every movement needs a catalyst or an event that captures peoples’ experiences and 
draws them out from their isolation into a collective force with the power to transform 
social conditions. 23 


Conclusion 

Black politicians nor the black church is effective in fighting contemporary Civil 
Rights. Civil Right advocates are using old methods such as marching, sit ins, protest and 
boycotts methods used by the church; yet, these efforts sometimes lack the prophetic 
voice of the church. The reasons to fight for Civil Rights are the same today as they were 
in the 1950s and 1960s. President Kennedy said, “Law alone cannot make men see 


23 Taylor, Keeanga-Yamahtta. From WlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation (Kindle Locations 
3147-3148). Haymarket Books. Kindle Edition. 
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right.” 24 African Americans are still trying to gauge what to fight for and how to respond. 

Blacks are trying to collaborate with other racial groups to improve education, income 

and housing; yet they remain outcast. Today’s Civil Rights movement is about 

identifying which method to use when fighting. Walter Earl Fluker wrote, 

The memories of the past are no longer adequate to sustain the mission of black 
churches in these turbulent times. The little house in which we lived and made-do 
cannot contain the new moments to which black churches are called. The ground 
has shifted, and memories and metaphors like ghosts speak to us and drive us on. 
But memory and metaphor without critical engagement and historical suspicion 
are dangerous and destructive.” 25 

If the body of faith seeks to regain its purpose and prominence in its community, it must 
recover its prophetic voice. The black church and its members should morally be 
compelled to react, respond and share liberation, social equality and justice. The greatest 
ministerial works of Christ were done outside of religious walls. The social teachings of 
Christ embody love, reconciliation and redemption. Today’s impression is that social 
advancements of the African American community are to be achieved without the 
church. This sentiment rose due to the lack of engagement and accountability amongst 
members of faith. 

Hence, the continuing belief that the black church is at the center of all that 
happens in these communities needs to be reexamined and addressed; we need to 
understand the place of the church as one social institution alongside other religious and 
nonreligious institutions and organizations. 


24 John Kennedy quote came from “Report to the American People on Civil Rights,” was a speech 
on Civil Rights delivered on radio and television by President John F. Kennedy from the Oval Office on 
June 11, 1963 in which he proposed legislation that would later become the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
jfklibrary.org. re 

25 Walter L. Fluker, The Ground Has Shifted: The Future of the Black Church in Post-Racial 
America, Religion, Race and Ethnicity, NYU Press, Kindle Edition, 341. 



CHAPTER FOUR 


THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS 


The purpose of this essay is to provide a general overview of theology and a 
theological reflection, which compares the sects of theological ideologies and discusses 
the ramifications of how theology influences the African American culture and society. 
This narrative’s premise is to highlight how the leaders of Christ observe Him from a 
one-dimensional perspective and fail to fully gauge the existence and implications of His 
being. The information will be presented in three segments. The purpose of this section is 
to define Christology and to discuss how the nature of Christ influences humankind. The 
second segment explores the ecclesiology and eschatology and explore the impact these 
concepts have toward the individualistic theologies and social responsibilities. The third 
section defines practical theology and the exploration related to how effective practical 
theology is in influencing a specific religious sect, i.e., African Americans. Here I 
summarize the information using empirical research and statistical data to support the 
dilapidation of inefficient theological practices occurring in the society. In particular, the 
Mt. Zion Baptist Church of Woodlawn will be used as a case study to explore 
Christology and practical theologies within the African American communities. 
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Christology 
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Theologian Daniel Akin said, “What we believe about Jesus - who he is and what 
he did - will greatly shape the rest of our theology.” 1 The study of Christology is the 
theological interpretation and study of Christ. Christology comes from the Greek 
language. Jesus, or in the Greek language Messiah, is the branch of God in human fonn. 
Christology is important because the birth of the church comes from the notion of an 
important gift to the Christ. Christ being the groom of the church and the church being 
His bride gives us the significance of Christology. While studying Christology, one sees 
the care and worth of humanity through a blueprint given by Christ. The humanity of 
Christ revealed God in the human form to understand the human condition from a first¬ 
hand prospective. 

God, the father, comes to the rescue of humanity through God, the son, and enters 
the world to enlighten us on how we should dwell communally on earth. Many look at 
Christ as the divine miracle worker, healer, and Savior. Some people devalue the 
humanity of Christ. It is in the humanity of Christ that the intellectual person is exposed 
to the great teaching and past examples of what love looks like. Human and divine, the 
two natures of Christ that give us a glimpse of His divinity and the totality of Himself. It 
is important to understand that Christ in the human form follows the teachings of the Old 
Testament scriptures. Similarly, the New Testament scriptures confirm that He was the 
savior. The Bible says that God is real, because Jesus stepped into the world and the 
Word became flesh. 


1 Daniel Akin, A Theology for a Church (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing Group, 2007), 176. 
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Moving back to the ministry and regaining the prime role as the community 
advocate — the African American church — Mt. Zion has to refocus itself on its purpose 
and responsibilities. Previous champions of the church that focused on the purpose of the 
church were able to accomplish great things because they surrendered to the Great 
Commission. The church of today, particularly the African American churches that 
mirror Mt. Zion, should look to Christ and lend their hearts to the understanding of His 
theology, purpose, and command. Jesus was human and divine. He understood that 
ministry had to be more than ceremonious but authentic. By studying the divine natures 
of Christ, one can discover and fully understand the depth of the love God has for His 
people. 

Mt. Zion seems to operate with a limited Christology. It seems to solely worship, 
simply, the divine nature of Christ while neglecting to show admiration to the humanity 
of Christ. At times, in the church, Jesus is overshadowed, and congregants miss the 
importance of human interaction. Human interaction of not just dwelling with those who 
say that they are followers and doers of Christ, but human interaction of how the 
believers should interact with the non-believers. When one speaks of those who live on 
the margins of life, the reference is made to those who are deemed as social outcast in the 
society. Throughout the course of Christ’s ministry, He befriended and showed love to 
those ridiculed, persecuted, and socially deemed as outcast. 

In reading the synoptic gospels, each author illustrates the humanity of God from 
different angles. Matthew’s perspective of Christology was to affirm the existence of 
Jesus as the Messiah. Following as one of his closest disciplines, Matthew confirmed 
Jesus’s sovereignty through the genealogy of Christ in conclusion of his death and 
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resurrection. Another intimate follower of Christ, Mark, gave an account of Jesus’ 
teachings and ministerial works. Mark’s writings affirmed that the man, Christ, was 
indeed the Messiah. The writer of Luke avowed Christ as a perfect man and Savior. The 
prophesy claimed in the Old Testament held truth and was fulfilled when Jesus stepped 
into the world with co-existing natures. 

The study of science, calculus, and perhaps engineering is conducted within the 
parameters of an external world, whereas the study of God, through theology, is 
conducted within the confines of the persons’ own self. 2 A good preliminary or basic 
definition of theology is the study or science of God. The God of Christianity is an active 
being; however, this initial definition must be expanded to include God’s works and His 
relationship with them. 


Practical Theology 

Practical theology has become description of and reflection of the “self¬ 
understanding.... this approach moves from practice to theory, then back to practice.” 3 In 
other words, as one continues to understand God from their life experiences, the 
situations that one encounters cultivates their responsiveness to the theology. Don 
Browning, the theologian, is referred to as one the founders of practical theology. 

In his book, A Fundamental Practical Theology, Browning states the existence of 
five dimensions of practical theology: 1) the visional level, which is the worldviews of 
the religious communities, 2) obligational level, which is our morals and value system, 3) 

2 Aiken, A Theology for a Church, 111. 

3 Don Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology’ (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress Press, 
1996), 12. 
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tendency level, which comprises the concepts regarding the pre-moral good, 4) 
environmental-social level, which consists of the non-religious factors that influence 
culture, and 5) rules and roles of life. 4 

Since biblical times, controversy has surmounted regarding the responsiveness of 
the church and its leaders toward social justice matters. The Church: is it a sacred place 
of worship or is it a living organism that is uncontained and evokes change within the 
culture that it exists? The works of Christ and His followers affirm that the church 
encompasses tangible outcomes and movement. Jesus, by extending his ministry beyond 
the sacred walls, led to the blessing of children, healing of the sick, food for the hungry, 
and reconciliation for the offenders. Jesus was effective in his ministry and as a result 
found out the needs of the people and fulfilled their needs. Practical theology is what 
Christ illustrated while on earth and His command before leaving the earth was to 
continue His divinity. Stoddart wrote that practical theology must embody the notion of 
doing theology; at its heart, practical theology requires an active engagement not only 
with the theoretical concepts but also with the application of those concepts in real life 
circumstances. 

The black church is the epitome of practical theology. Particularly, during the 
times of slavery up until the dismantling of Jim Crow, the black church symbolized a 
beacon of hope for people of color and the church was a conduit for implementing 
change. Black ministry leaders led under the call to worship a God of liberation. 
Additionally, the community of the black church embodied movements that influenced 
the liberation of its members. Black liberation means, in the sense of spirituality, freedom 


4 Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology’, 12. 
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from sin and liberation from societal injustices related to education, wealth, and civil 
rights. African American pastors and religious leaders were proficient in teaching 
theology while simultaneously engaging practical theology through deeds and works. 5 

Ecological Theology 

Ecological theology is the study of God and His creations. The premise of 
scripture is that God entrusted the earth to Adam and his descendants. God not only 
created man to care for the earth but also to enjoy the earth. Man’s role in caring for 
creation demonstrates man’s appreciation to God. Having appreciation for God’s creation 
should become just as important as the liberation theology has been in the black church. 
Yet, too often, the black church has been so involved in other societal ills that it has 
neglected to gain awareness and responsiveness regarding the environmental matters that 
jeopardize the welfare of God’s creation. The purpose of this section is to discuss the 
significance of ecological theology and how the African American community can 
become more engaged in this form of theology. 

Global warming is a huge environmental and economic challenge of the 21 st 
century. It is also referred to as the greenhouse effect and can affect entire ecosystems 
and climates, which in turn, affects the peoples’ ways of life. It is believed that the 
industrial revolution is the cause behind global wanning. During the industrial revolution, 
millions of factories and machineries released enormous amounts of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere. The omission of carbon dioxide at hazardous levels initiated the greenhouse 
effect. 


5 Eric Stoddart, Advancing Practical Theology’ (London, UK: SCM Press, 2014), 32. 
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Global warming is a phenomenon that occurs when fossil fuels are burned, and 
greenhouse gasses are released into the atmosphere and deplete the ozone layer. The 
ozone layer is vital to our existence because it shields us from the sun’s ultraviolet rays. 
Global warming not only affects the temperature but also affects the other aspects of 
climate and weather. Over the past century, the earth’s global temperature has risen by 
one-degree Fahrenheit. This might not seem like a huge increase, but given the time 
period in which this increase occurred, the change is extremely important. Some 
scientists argue that this one-degree increase is the earth’s natural change of climate, 
whereas others argue that it is due to global warming. Despite the matter in which climate 
change or global warming occurs, scientists concurred that they will both have 
detrimental effects on earth. 

Irrefutably, global wanning impacts us all, especially the minority groups because 
they live in highly polluted areas. Blacks are more than twice as likely as whites to live in 
cities where the so-called heat island effect is expected to make temperature increases 
more severe. 6 While trying to research global wanning and its impact on minorities, little 
if any, substantial information was found. The Director of the Environmental Justice and 
Climate Change Initiative wrote: 

Right now we have an opportunity to see climate change in a different light; to 
see it for what it is, a human rights issue on a dangerous collision course of race 
and class... While it’s an issue that affects all of us, like many other social justice 
issues, it is disproportionately affecting African-Americans, other people of color, 
low-income people and indigenous communities. 7 


6 “Unless We Act Now,” NASA Climate Change, July 12, 2017, http://climate.nasa.gov. 

7 Lee Raddick, “Global Warming More Hard for Minorities” (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 
2008), 1-31. 
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Another statement that fully captures the environmental inequalities that exist is 
that of Lee Radick. He suggested that there is a lack of responsiveness to aid in the fight 
against global warming, based upon the following: 

• Lack of education on the topic. 

• Limited resources. 

• Financially unable to recycle or purchase reusable products that support the 
cause. 8 

It was not until 2014, when the city of Flint, Michigan, which is predominately an 
African American community, experienced environmental racism. This was brought to 
light by the lack of awareness and action toward combating this crisis among the African 
American believers. “Presence of fecal colifonn bacteria, low dissolved oxygen, plant 
nutrients, oils and toxic substances” was found in the city’s water supply. 9 The water 
crisis affected thousands of residents, as they were unable to drink, eat, wash, and clean 
due to the contaminated water. According to a study conducted by the University of 
Virginia, Flint’s city water was declared as a hazardous waste. 

The black church was insubstantial in combating this form of environmental 
racism. It displayed a lack of awareness and responsiveness to the preservation of God’s 
creation. Those belonging to a religious faith, such as Muslim and Christians, believe that 
the Creator, God, endowed man, with the power to reign over earth; nevertheless, man 
has fallen short of taking accountability for treasuring God’s gift, i.e., earth, his creation. 


8 Raddick, “Global Warming More Hard for Minorities” 31. 

9 “Flint Water Crisis,” CNN.com, last modified November 28, 2017, September 8, 2018, http:// 
cnn. com/2006/03/04-tlint-water-crisis. 
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Across the country there was and continues to be an outcry to help the city of Flint and 
other municipalities that experience environmental racism. One of the principal 
challenges faced by humanity today is earth conservation. Pope Francis commented the 
following: 

Never have we so hurt and mistreated our common home as we have in the last 
two hundred years. Yet we are called to be instruments of God our Father, so that 
our planet might be what he desired when he created it and correspond with his 
plan for peace, beauty and fullness. 10 

According to Hope and Jones, there are vast differences amongst the religious 

denominations and non-faith believers regarding social responsibility toward the 

environment. In their study on The Impact of Religious Faith on Attitudes to 

Environmental Issue, they affirmed the following: 

Muslims and Christians view environmental issues as low urgency due to the 
belief in the afterlife and divine intervention. Non-faith believers expressed 
anxiety toward environmental issues due to the lack of believe in afterlife and 
divine intervention. Both Muslims, Christians and Non-faith believers have 
differences in of opinion in how to resolve environmental factors due to 
interferences of stewardship, values and justice. 11 

Thus, for an issue to become mainstream in the black community, there must be an 

agreement by the majority. African Americans need to have a voice and form an alliance 

to dismantle global warming and other environmental matters like maintaining clean air, 

water and reducing hazardous wastelands. 

Somehow environmental justice is an elitist concept when the reality of 
environmental justice impacts us every day...This is not somebody else’s cause, 
but it’s our own self-care. 


10 Pope Francis, “Encyclical Letter,” On Care for our Common Flome, July 23, 2017, http://w2. 
vatican.va/content/franceso/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-franesco. 

11 Aimie L. B. Hope and Christopher R. Jones, “The Impact of Religious Faith on Attitudes,” 
Science Direct 38, no. 1 (2014): 48-59. 
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One would be led to believe that global warming would be combated by some of the 
richest nations in the world, especially those nations that are technologically savvy; 
however, America lags behind in this respect. America falls almost at the bottom of the 
totem pole in fighting global warming. 12 

Global warming is real and should become a top priority of the church. The ways 
to reduce global warming is through recycling, using energy efficient cars, using power 
generated from solar, tide, and fossil fuels. Taking small steps like buying a hybrid car or 
using reusable grocery bags might appear inadequate, but the rewards from such small 
changes will be evident for the generations to come. A writer from CBS News 
commented the following: 

It is beyond depressing; not withstanding all of our blogging, writing, movie 

making and politicking, the inconvenient truth is that we are getting nowhere. 

Seeing is believing. 13 

Preachers and religious leaders must appreciate the significance of their sermons and 
understand the impact their message has on impacting homes, community, and society as 
a whole. Within the congregational life, there is a tendency for the preacher to become 
preoccupied with such pressing matters as new members’ classes, maintenance or 
renovation of the church building, whether or not the annual budget will be met, and how 
to maintain a feeling of intimacy in the face of shifting membership. What might be lost 
in the rush to respond to these issues is that the congregation’s responsibility to respond 


12 Scott Dance, “Black Church Leaders Stress Issues of Environmental Injustice Stewardship,” The 
Baltimore Sun. 2016, http://www.baltimoresun.com. 

13 Lloyd Alter, “Americans Care more about Gay Marriage than Global Warming,” Tree Hugger, 
August 15,2017, https://www.treehugger.com/corporate-responsibility/americans-care-more-about-gay- 
marriage-than-global-warming.html. 
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to an escalating problem of homelessness, overcrowding in the jails, abuse of drugs and 
alcohol, underperforming schools, and environmental dilemmas. 

Much of preaching lacks substance today. Sharing the gospel should invoke its 
followers and those who are a part of the ministry should emulate the gospel on a daily 
basis, but instead, societal perception of the church is that the ministry has been devalued 
to please humanity while diminishing the works of God. Since the assassination of the 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., the black church and its leaders have fallen to the back 
of the line as being drum majors for justice. The black church no longer holds the same 
reverence as it once held. In his writing, The Social Teachings of the Black Church, Peter 
Paris describes the “social dilemmas” that the black church faces. 14 Social dilemmas 
pertain to the factors that either hinder or help the progression of African Americans 
through the works of the church. The book offers much dialogue concerning the past 
movements and creating new solutions to save the church and its people. The premise of 
the text questions whether the black church will be a vessel used by God to save his 
people or will the church operate under man’s orders. James Cone also commented 
regarding the discord of how societal inequalities that could be dismantled by the African 
American religious responders. 

The Christian message should address the questions and the challenges 
encountered today. If the present represents a change from the past, then presumably the 
future will also be different from the present. A theology that identifies too closely with 


1 . 


14 Peter Paris, The Social Teachings of the Black Church (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1985), 
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the immediate present (i.e., the “today” and nothing but) will expose itself to premature 
obsolescence. 15 

Presently, it appears that the black church is operating under the self-interest of 
man instead of God. The black church has allowed society to dictate what its purpose and 
objective should be through assimilation of wealth; in addition, society has assuaged the 
purpose of theology. Theology is an individual’s beliefs concerning the existence and 
nature of God. As we understand social realism within the black community, there must 
be further review of who or what causes the members of the populace to subsist. Eighty- 
five percent of African Americans are Christians. 16 As a result of having a relationship 
with God, it can stimulate the believers to live in a manner that is obedient to God’s 
commandments while impacting others’ lives. Practical theology of African Americans 
and other racial groups is the devotion to God through emulating the deeds of their 
Savior. The Bible serves as a practical guide to accomplish the instructions given by their 
God. 


Black Theology 

As African Americans experienced many obstacles in life throughout slavery and 
segregation, the members of the black community began to expand theology not just from 
a standpoint of the belief in a God but also through the works of God that encompassed 
more than the existence of salvation, grace, and liberation. During the 1960’s, theology 
among some blacks really transcended from the belief in God to the ideology of a 

15 Millard Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2013), 5. 

16 “Religious Landscape Study: Racial and Ethnic Composition,” The Pew Forum, August 1, 

2017, http://www.pewfomm.org/religious-landscape-study/. 
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liberating God. This movement began to be known as the black theology. Black theology 


is understood as Christian theological reflection upon the black struggle for justice and 
liberation, which is strongly influenced by the life and thought of Martin Luther King Jr. 
When King and other church persons began to relate the Christian gospel to the struggle 
for racial justice in the American society, the great majority of white churches and their 
theologians denied the existence of such a relationship. Despite the debates, African 
Americans rooted their culture in the notion of black theology, i.e., being liberated from 
the societal ills. The struggle to gain equality in society for blacks during the civil rights 
era is consistently compared to the strife of the children of Israel being held captive by 
Pharaoh. 

Cone and Hopkins insinuated that black theology is strengthened within the black 
church to save its community. During its height in the 1970’s, not all the members of the 
church considered black theology to be meaningful, because it was seemingly 
exclusionary. Black theology in the church created an atmosphere where women were 
“expected to sing in the choir, serve as the usher and stewardess board, participate in the 
missionary society, cook in the kitchen, teach children in the Sunday school, and serve in 
all those positions that men regard as women’s work.” 17 Consequently, black theology 
did not gain much notoriety because majority of persons in the church were women. 

Cone later apologized for a letter written in 1976, where he remained adamant in its 
refusal to replace the word “Churchmen” with “Christians.” 


17 James Cone, For My People: Black Theology and the Black Church (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Publication, 1990), 72. 
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Despite there being conflict regarding the exclusionary nature of black theology, 

does it necessarily mean that the black church should leave African Americans 

desponded to contemporary slavery, poverty, unemployment and incarceration? Being 

conscious of the exclusion caused by black theology in the sixties and seventies ought to 

motivate the contemporary black church to implement a new facet of black theology. The 

black church should transition back to some form of black theology to manifest its 

practical theology of liberating souls in its community. 

The black church must never mistake the Sunday morning motions as the 
spiritual, intellectual, emotional, physical and social actions that must be taken 
Monday through Saturday for the full-service of mankind. The act of preaching 
motivates the soul and the melodies of song enlivens the motion, yet motivation 
and enlivening are not enough for debt to be eliminated, graduation rates to rise 
and affordable housing and healthcare to be attained. 18 

Through submission to the will of God and in obedience to the chosen leader, the 
black church must begin to demonstrate social responsibility. One approach to exemplify 
black theology is to remove the obstacles that block the African American progress. The 
black church must educate, clothe, feed, house, and rehabilitate regardless of an 
individual’s age or socioeconomic status. The contemporary black church must restore 
the true essence of being a church. Using the example of the church in the eighteenth 
chapter of the Acts, the black church and its teachings of black theology must promote 
praying, worshiping, sharing, and establishing fellowship in unity among each other. 

In the second chapter of the Acts, we see that the church was on one accord and 
diligent to their ministry. The Bible states that they also performed miracles, sold their 
property, and were joined by new people each day. The black church and black theology 


18 Dwight Hopkins, Black Faith and Public Talk: Critical Essays on James H. Cone's Black 
Theology and Black Power (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2007), 22. 
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must work together, whereas our thoughts and deeds must be precise and relevant. A lot 

of problems experienced in the black community occur because the community is not 

moving forward. Leaders of tomorrow must reshape the mindset of the black church and 

enthuse new black theology to secure further victories for its community and God. The 

church depicted in the book of Acts was the ideal church. The black church must 

demonstrate that same form of devotion, praise, and efforts as its predecessors. 

African American church attendance remains steady as other denominations, yet 

many question the practicality of theology influencing not only the individuals’ lives but 

also the community as a whole. On a daily basis, televangelism shows African American 

churches deeply involved in religious practices, but without practical theology no effect 

is seen on church members and their communities. In an article, “Why Black Millennials 

Are Hopping from Church to Church,” the comments were: 

Feels extremely static and stuck on individualistic preaching, rarely ever touching 
on the importance of community or social justice... I stopped going to church 
about six months after Michael Brown was killed in Ferguson. My church at the 
time, a Pentecostal black church in South Los Angeles had made no mention of 
police brutality or Black Lives Matter, and I couldn’t help but interpret their 
silence to mean that my life didn’t matter much either. 19 

The writings of Peter Paris also affirmed the sentiment that the black church is 

disengaged with its community members and lacks life application of the scripture. 

We want to be challenged to live lives of holiness, not only when it comes to sex, 
but also when it comes to living simply, caring for the poor and oppressed, 
pursuing reconciliation, engaging in creation care and becoming peacemakers. 
You can’t hand us a latte and then go about business as usual and expect us to 
stick around. We’re not leaving the church because we don’t find the cool factor 
there; we’re leaving the church because we don’t find Jesus there. 20 


19 Tyree Boyd-Pates, “Why Black Millennials Are Church Hopping,” Huffington Post, last 
modified April 12, 2016, https://www.huffmgtonpost.com/tyree-a-boydpates/this-is-why-black-millenn 
b 9640358.htm. 


20 Hopkins, Black Faith and Public Talk, 82. 
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The fruition of practical theology originated in the black church, and as time transpired, 
the call to the minister of the church and community became disarrayed. 

Writings from the African American Religious Thought: An Anthology suggests 
that the black church lost its prominence when blacks began to assimilate into white 
America. 21 As a consequence, the Negro church lost much of its influence as an agency 
of social control, ceased to be the chief means of economic cooperation, and is no longer 
the main arena for political activities, which was the case when Negroes were 
disfranchised. 

It is imperative that the black church continues to proclaim the gospel of Jesus 
Christ and utilize practical applications of Christ’s teaching. The black church needs to 
identify and implement practical theology strategies that will bridge the financial barriers, 
close the achievement gaps and health disparities that influx its community. The 
importance of God and Jesus for black Christians is best explained when we consider the 
preponderance of suffering in black life and their attempt to affirm their humanity in spite 
of it. 22 During the 1950’s and 1960’s, the black church not only served as an institute for 
worship and religious customs but also was the pivotal advocate in assuring sociopolitical 
equalities for the blacks. Presently, the black church has shifted from a progressive 
movement to a historic monument. It is in disarray and is struggling to regain its position 
as the nucleus of the African American community as a result of not the utilizing 
practical theology effectively. 


21 Cornel West, African American Thought: An Anthology (Louisville, KY: Westminster Knox 
Press, 2003), 289. 


22 West, African American Thought, 191. 
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Conclusion 

There continues to be those questioning the purpose of the church and the 
necessity of the church to be involved in the communal matters. Some propose that 
alleviating social disparities is not the church’s business. In the Bible, there is a command 
to love and go. As Christ being the example, He affirmed the need for the church to 
minister. Through His ministry on earth, Christ encouraged people of faith to play an 
integral part in the societal matters. Christianity and social justice are not mutually 
exclusive terms, and neither is the concept of Christianity and social activism. Jesus was 
the example to man in how to be a spiritual being with fruition of hope and outcomes. 
There is a stark difference between the life and works of Jesus as today’s institutions 
respond to communal matters. Data suggests there has been a decline in the number of 
church-goers, because of the people in the church not feeling the church as being relevant 
to their needs as earlier. Tisdale wrote that unless preachers attend to the culture of their 
congregation as well as the diverse groups in these communities, they are likely to preach 
abstract sennons to a generic humanity that do not address the real-life situations of their 
hearers. Practical theology is at a loss in today’s culture. 

Despite African American culture being deeply rooted in the rituals, customs, 
prophesying, and acquiring freedom, the challenges that remain for today’s generation 
has neither secured its liberty nor identified the methodologies concerning how to 
perform theology. To gain some insight on how to restructure the black church to carry 
on the teachings of Christ, complimented with the life application or practicality of 
theology, let us first examine what the leaders of the black church should embody. Black 
ministers must preach a transfonnative message of salvation, “but also served as a 
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community representative and social activist, preaching a message of social change, 

equality and unconditional love. 23 Pastors, laymen, and clergyman must preach Jesus the 

Christ, and in preaching Jesus, share social action as the works of Christ. When Jesus 

interacted with people, not only did he help them overcome their situation but also 

ensured that their situation changed for the better and their story was shared with others. 

Those who preach must appreciate the need to let their sennons play this role in the life 

of their church and surrounding community. 

Hence, ineffectively, utilizing practical theology within congregational life, 

preachers, at times, become preoccupied. It is the preacher’s responsibility to practice 

theology. Despite there being bewilderment regarding which matter is most critical and 

the basis for why the black church lost its prominence, black church-goers unanimously 

agree that the black church needs to play a vital role in the social and economic growth of 

its community. In obedience to the teachings of Christ along with adhering to the call for 

social responsibility, the black church must reawaken and make pivotal strives to sustain, 

strengthen, and improve the lives of African American men, women, and children. 

The problem with this attitude is that, when ignoring our neighbors in need, it 
becomes inescapable that people will ignore God’s call and purpose for their own 
existence. The implication of this insubordination will have extensive effects, as 
Bonhoeffer (2003:21) succinctly notes: ‘Only the obedient believe. If we are to 
believe, we must obey a concrete command’. This is similar to the saying that 
‘The things we do, are the things we believe, the rest is just religious talk’. 

Indeed, on hearing this for the first time, one could be offended by its suggestion, 
for how could it be that the church’s faith could be measured by its level of 
obedience to act? Is it not by faith alone that people can be saved? 24 


23 Robert Harvey, “Restoring the Social Justice Identity of the Black Church,” Student Pulse 
(2010), October 2, 2017, http://www.studentpulse.com/a?id=1625.2. 

24 Tobias Steyn, “Practical Theology,” Theological Studies 67, no. 2 (2011), http://www.hts. org. 
za/index.php/HTS/article/view/956/html. 
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The black church prior to and during the civil rights era firmly defended the 
teachings of Christ and manifested practical applications of Christ through love, 
forgiveness, devotion, and stewardship. 



CHAPTER FIVE 


THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 


In the gospel according to Matthew 25, Jesus gave a command to “help the least 
of these.” The context of what “the least of these” meant is to provide welfare for those 
that are marginalized, neglected, or incapable of sustaining a quality of life. Matthew 25 
references Jesus commanding his followers to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, care for 
the sick, and visit those imprisoned. Perhaps, the greatest illustration of Christ responding 
to social welfare was beyond the walls of a scared synagogue and on the streets of 
Jerusalem and Galilee. Because of Christ modeling responsiveness to social justice 
matters, it fostered the general members of society, even those that were non-believers, to 
engage in social welfare in their respective communities. 

From the time a newborn sheds its first tear, the child’s family assumes the 
responsibility of nurturing, protecting, and edifying the child. As the child continues to 
develop and mature, the extended family network of neighbors, educators, government 
officials, and medical professionals too assume the responsibility in cultivating the child 
into becoming a responsible adult who offers him/herself as an asset to the society. 

Hence, according to the African proverb, it takes a village to raise a child. The sentiment 
of members of the society coming together to kindle the social welfare of its members is 
the exact epiphany of practical theology, displayed within a theoretical context. Abetting 
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financial support, implementing resources, and offering security and encouragement 
demonstrate a tireless effort that people become co-workers with God to help humanity. 

Social welfare is defined as the quality of life for an individual. Social welfare 
encompasses factors such as environment, wealth, education, shelter, safety, and health. 
Particularly, in the 1800’s, when de facto segregation permitted blacks from specific civil 
liberties, it negatively impacted the economic resources in their communities. Africans 
had to establish their social networks to sustain their communities. The African American 
Episcopal Church established Wilberforce University as a result of meager post¬ 
secondary options being offered to blacks. A group of African American physicians 
opened the first black hospital in Georgia by the name Georgia Infirmary, as a result of 
witnessing black lives suffer due to the lack of proper healthcare being offered to the 
blacks. 1 Philanthropist W.E.B. DuBois created the North Star as a means to share literary 
works of African Americans when other publications perceived black writers as 
incompetent. Beyond the deeds of the AME church, such as black physicians and writers, 
there were other agents of change that rose to combat the racial inequalities that plagued 
the African American communities. 

There were some catalysts that rose to combat the challenge. Among those were 
the fraternal organizations and religious institutions, who became leaders in closing the 
gap of social inequalities. Dating back as earlier as 1717, Freemasonry was one of the 
initial agents of change to assist with social welfare. “At a time, the government provided 
no social safety net. The Masonic tradition of founding orphanages, homes for windows 


1 “On the Brink of Extinction,” African American Registry Not for Profit Education Organizations 
on the Brink of Extinction, May 13, 2017, http//:aaregistry.org. 
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and homes for the aged provided the only security many people knew.” 2 In his book, The 


Great Reversal: Evangelism Versus Social Concern, scholar David Moberg wrote that 
prior to the 20 th century, the early church played a role in ministering to both the spiritual 
and physical needs of the poor. 3 It was common for the churches to reestablish hospitals, 
schools for immigrants, homes for the unwed mothers, and social services agencies like 
the Salvation Army. 

As time progressed, other churches, synagogues, and mosques within their 
respective communities aided to remove poverty and implemented schooling, financial 
banking, and advocacy toward social liberties. Un-relentless efforts continued up until the 
1940’s and 1950’s. Particularly, again during the years of Jim Crow and segregation, 
black churches functioned as an institution centered for “Black mobilization.. .they 
provided an organizational base and meeting place for African Americans to strategize 
their moves in the ongoing fight against racial segregation and oppression.” 4 

The Masons and religious institutions were the originators in providing social 
welfare. Additionally, they affirmed taking pre-emptive measures to invoke change. Now 
that time has evolved, Freemasonry has become a selective group to offer assistance- 
only to those who have formed allegiance to its members. Religious affiliates have 
secluded themselves to offering outreach only on their respective days of worship. 
Moreover, the paradigm has shifted in terms of who will respond to social welfare 


2 “Fraternal Organizations,” Masonic Service Association, May 13, 2017, http//:www.msana.com. 

3 David Moberg, The Great Reversal: Evangelism Versus Social Concern (Philadelphia, PA: 
Lippincott 1974), 185-186. 

4 “On the Brink of Extinction,” African American Registry Not for Profit Education Organizations 
on the Brink of Extinction, May 13, 2017, http//:aaregistry.org. 
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matters. Despite the inception of fraternal organizations and religious societies 
throughout the nation, these institutions have become stagnant in maintaining their power 
and influence to ensure communities gain social welfare. The notoriety and 
responsiveness among Freemasonry and religious organizations has dilapidated. There is 
an overwhelming consensus amongst both the organizations that the society is plagued 
with unemployment, poverty, crime, and infidelity. Who then, shall assume the social 
responsibilities to help save the communities from socioeconomic disparities? 

There is a plethora of arguments regarding who should respond to social welfare. 
There are those that suggest the welfare of an individual stems from a person’s desire to 
achieve success. In his book, The Way of the Boot Strapper, Rev. Dr. Floyd Flake claims 
that “You don’t need much. You don’t need to win the lottery, or receive an inheritance 
or help to turn your dreams into reality.” 5 However, others propose that the welfare of an 
individual should be handled collaboratively with internal and external factors 
surrounding an individual. Internal factors can be one’s desire for upward mobility in 
addition to the external factors surrounding that person, such as a being employed, or 
even relationship with a church can foster the social welfare of a person. “The individual 
having done all he can to maintain himself, and the members of his family having done 
what they can to assist him, then the Church, through the Welfare plan, stands ready 
assist with to his circumstances and his wants and needs.” 6 


5 Floyd Flake, The Way of the Bootstrapper (New York, NY: Flarpers Collins, 1999), 11. 

6 Marion Romney, “Basic Principles of the Church Welfare,” Publishing Organization , last 
modified August 1, 2017, http://lds.org. 



100 


Writer John White suggested that church is compelled by the morality of God to 
respond to poverty and social justice matters. In his article, Church and State vs. God and 
State, White wrote: 

Even though our Founders wisely separated church and state in the Constitution, 
they did not separate God and state. How could they? We have a secular 
government but a religious society. Our government makes no religious test of 
civic officials but nevertheless requires moral behavior of them, using moral 
standards arising from religious traditions, especially the Ten Commandments of 
Judeo-Christianity which became the basis of English — and hence American — 
civil law. God and nation are one. 7 

During the 1900’s, there was a paradigm shift. The complexities of society during 
a time of war, racial segregation, and economic depression invoked movement toward 
creating a greater sense of social welfare in communities. In 1939, the welfare of every 
person and community in the nation became a priority. Moreover, it was the first time in 
the nation’s history that communal support was extended to individuals and families 
regardless of race, gender, or religious beliefs. Similar to Christ command in Matthew 25, 
the nation’s government instituted aid to impoverished families. Organizations such as 
AFDC (Aid for Families with Dependent Children), the Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS), Housing for Urban Development (HUD), and the Social 
Security Administration stemmed from the creation of welfare. Welfare was enacted 
under the presidency of Theodore Roosevelt. 

Although the church and fraternal organizations served as the original nucleus of 
social change, eventually both the associations lost their notoriety and appeared to be 
incapable of resolving the communal matters. Creating a centralized social welfare 


7 John White, “Church and State vs. God and State,” American Thinker, last modified May 20, 
2017, http://www.americanthinker.com/articles/2014/04/church_and_state_vs_god_and_state.html. 
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system meant more than just giving financial support to individuals and families along 
with subjecting the nation to assess its moral conscience and create a code of ethics. 
Ethics and morals can seem arbitrary to some, but there is a basic difference between the 
two. Morals define personal character, whereas ethics stress on a social system where 
those morals are applied. In other words, ethics point to standards or codes of behavior 
expected by the group to which an individual belongs. Morals are based upon 
individualistic needs, wants, and desires that are not based upon religious or spiritual 
principles. 

There are countless physicians, attorneys, engineers, teachers, and social workers 
that might not be the members of any religious community, yet, in the workforce they 
might carry out duties that correlate to ethics. For instance, in the healthcare profession, 
ethics speak to the course of action a man should follow in determining life, whereas 
moral judgments that take place in the workforce offers pro-choice as an alternative 
solution. Christian social workers and those functioning within the social service agencies 
are faced with answering the question: “Why to help feed the poor and those that are less 
fortunate?” Christian ethics affirms that we are our brothers’ keeper (Genesis 4:9-13). 
One’s morale conscience can influence people in becoming apathetic and idle toward 
helping others improve. 

Christian ethics is the bedrock where this country operationalizes and manages its 
resources, intellect, and relationships. Dating back to the conception of the Declaration of 
Independence, our forefathers applied Christian values to the Constitution and Bill of 
Rights to assure life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness. Yet, as time progressed, Christian 
ethics were subdued by individualistic morals that established classism and sexism. The 
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moral judgment of one particular individual can be disheartening to the well-being of all 
that coexist within a community or nation. According to a Gallop Poll, the percentage of 
Americans who believe religion is “increasing its influence on American life” has 
dropped significantly, i.e., from 46% to 32%. 8 Yet, majority of Americans believe that 
religious practices could solve a lot of the contemporary issues faced by the society. 

While most Americans believe religion is losing its influence, a solid majority (61%) 
believes that religion can offer solutions to all or most of today’s problems. 9 Similarly, 
having a welfare state impacts people to respond in certain ways that they might or might 
not agree with. By the 1990’s, what was once conceptualized as a scared governmental 
obligation to help those in need became viewed as a “handout to barely deserving 
people.” 10 

The welfare system went under drastic changes under former President Bill 
Clinton. In 1996, Clinton signed the Personal Responsibilities and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). Under the act, the federal government gives annual lump 
sums of money to states to assist the poor. In turn, states must adhere to certain criteria to 
ensure that those receiving aid are being encouraged to move from welfare to work. 
Welfare to work programs primarily award a certain of amount of income to families 
based on their household size. In turn, the parent of the household has to complete a work 
activity assignment. Work activity assignments consisted of completing community 
service, attending school, or participating in a vocational training program. Under the 

8 Frank Newport, “Religion in our Society,” News Gallup, 1, last modified March 29, 2013, 
http://news.gallup.com/poll/162803/americans-say-religion-losing-influence.aspx. 

9 Newport, “Religion in our Society,” 1. 

10 Ann Duguerre, “The Second Phase of US Welfare Reform, ” Social Policy & Administration 42, 
no.4 (2008): 362. 
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Clinton Administration, welfare reform heightened transforming Aid for Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC) to Temporary Aid for Needy Families (TANF). TANF 
ended the automatic individual entitlement to public assistance and established a limited 
five-year period for receiving cash assistance and promoted punitive approach toward 
welfare recipients, who in return were required to work in exchange for the benefits given 
to them. 

According to the United States Department of Health and Human Services, the 
goal of the TANF program was to assist the needy families so that the children could be 
cared for in their homes, ensuing promotion of job preparation, promoting work and 
marriage, preventing out-of-wedlock pregnancies, and encouraging the formation of two- 
parent households. 11 TANF ignited the Welfare to Work (WTW) movement, which led to 
further reauthorization acts of the PRWORA. In November 2012, the nation participated 
in the democratic process, which reelected an administration that steadfastly supported 
social justice and welfare. The debate will persist in determining the premise of welfare, 
identifying the best practices for implementing its programs, and answering how to offer 
this support despite economic scarcity. Numerous states are facing fiscal quandary, 
leaving legislatures to detennine what services are most needed for the constituents while 
creating better returns on investments in hopes to establish stability within the economy. 

According to the Congregational Research Service and the Senate Budget 
Committee in 2008, welfare spending equated $563 billion from the federal budget and 


11 “Temporary Aid for Needy Families,” United States Department of Health and Human 
Services, October 15, 2017, https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/programs/tanf. 
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by 2011, as it increased to nearly $746 billion. 12 Programs such as Social Security, 
Planned Parenthood, Women Infant and Children (WIC), Temporary Aid for Needy 
Families (TANF), and Housing for Urban Development (HUD) among other 
governmental assistance programs for low-income families agitated the national deficit to 
$1.03 trillion. Between 2008 and 2011, the number of families receiving cash assistance 
increased by 14%. Presently, 32 billion dollars is awarded to TANF recipients and 2.7 
million people receive food assistance. The U.S. Census Bureau reported that an 
approximate of 52.2 million or 21% of the people receive governmental assistance. The 
average timeframe in which people receive these benefits ranges between 36 and 38 
months. 

Implications of having millions of people receiving governmental assistance 
sheds light on the alarming number of people living in poverty. According to the 2010 
Census Report, 43 million people live in poverty, i.e., 13.5% of the nation’s population. 
Despite the large number of Americans living in poverty, the federal minimum wage has 
not increased since 2009. Currently, the federal minimum wage is $7.25. A contributing 
factor influencing poverty is the foray of families lacking adequate employment. The 
2010 Census identified 23% of working households receiving governmental assistance. 

In addition, the Census Poverty Population Report claimed that the median household 
income for whites is $45,148 as compared to t$77,166 for Asians and $36,898 for 
African Americans. Twenty-six percent of black families live in poverty, whereas only 


12 “Expenditures,” Budget Senate Gov., last modified October 18, 2012, https://www. budget. 
senate.gov/ newsroom/budget-background/crs-report-welfare-spending-the-largest-item-in-the-federal- 
budget. 
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12.7% of white live in poverty. Despite having communal support from the government, 


blacks remain socioeconomically disadvantaged as compared to other ethnicities. 

There are those who believe that in times of economic uncertainty or unforeseen 
tragedies, the government should intervene and offer assistance to its constituents. 
Alternatively, the antagonists of welfare believe that it is merely a system that perpetuates 
superfluous support to those who have an overreliance on government. One psychologist 
described welfare recipients as: 

Members who remain courageous, spirited and living in the face of tremendous 
hardship... .people being brushed by beneath the weight of society’s ills and failed 
systems; racism; persistent involuntary unemployment, jobs that do not pay a 
hardworking adult enough to live on; emergency rooms bursting with people who 
have no place else to turn for health care; deteriorating public housing; 
overcrowded, under resourced schools; unpredictable eruptions of violence 
among both acquaintances and strangers; inconsistent police presence and 
protection; streets where gang members openly sell drugs but there are few places 
to buy groceries or clothes.. .we rarely see them-and we do not want to. 13 

Conversely Alabama Congressman affirmed that “No longer should we measure 

compassion by how much money the government spends but by how many people we 

help to rise out of poverty.” 14 Although there is much debate concerning why and how 

the government should assist the needy families, the consensus remains as poverty 

lingers, other societal tribulations will foster. 

A contemporary agent of change in today’s society, specifically at a state and 

local level, is the Freestore Food Bank. Freestore Foodbank is a 501C (3) not-for-profit 

organization in Cincinnati, Ohio. It offers a variety of services ranging from food 


13 Lisa Smith, “Psychotherapy, Classism and the Poor,” American Psychology’ 60, no. 70 (2005): 

687-696. 


14 Jeff Spross, “GOP Senator Upset That Low-Income Aid Programs Work as They’re Supposed 
to,” Think Progress, last modified October 19, 2012, https://thinkprogress.org/gop-senator-upset-that-low- 
income-aid-programs-work-as-theyre-supposed-to-7813c988c8d6/. 
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assistance, clothing, workforce development, and housing. The organization’s annual 
operating cost is over a million dollars. Ninety-four percent of revenue earned is for 
direct client services. 15 In 2015, more than 100,000 families were fed in the Greater 
Cincinnati area. It is imperative that other grass roots organizations continue to assist 
faith-based organizations along with the government in helping people transition out of 
poverty. 

American novelist James A. Baldwin said that anyone who has ever struggled 
with poverty understands how expensive it is to be poor. 16 According to statistics, 
education and employment create positive livelihoods for families and communities. On 
the other hand, poverty ravishes households to become vulnerable to substance abuse and 
crime. Between 2008 and 2012, according to the National Crime Victimization Survey, 
poor households, meaning people living at or below the federal poverty level, were twice 
more likely to be victimized (39.8 per 1,000) as compared to a household with higher 
income (16.9 per 1,000). The highest victimization rates are among African Americans 
and Hispanics. 17 African Americans consisted of 51.3 victimization cases as compared to 
only 46.4 of whites and 25.3 for Hispanics. Criminality is damaging and painful to 
communities. Mass incarceration affects people from every walk of life. America leads 
the world in incarcerating its own people. 18 If the United States consists of 5% of the 


15 “Annual Report,” Freestore, last modified October 1, 2017, http://freestorefoodbank. org/?s= 
annual+report 

16 Curtis Blow, “Them That’s Shall Not Lose,” The New York Times, June 24, 2011, http:www. 
newyorktimes.com. 

17 Jennifer Trnrnan and Lynn Langdon, “National Crime Victimization Survey,” Bureau of Justice 
Statistics (2015), https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cvl4.pdf. 

18 “National Council on Crime & Delinquency,” Delinquency & Crime, August 1, 2017, http:// 
www.hccdglobal.org. 
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world’s population, yet 23% of the world’s incarcerated people. 19 It has over 700 
prisoners for every 100,000 people as compared to 149 for England and Wales, 143 for 
Spain, 102 for France, 90 for Italy, 81 for Gennany, and 57 for Sweden that are 
incarcerated. More than 2 billion dollars is spent on the nation’s penal system. 

One out of every 36 adults in the United States is a part of the criminal justice 
system. Six million adults are either in prison, on parole, or on probation. 20 According to 
the Bureau of Prisons (BOP), the three largest criminal offenses are drug offenses 
(83,271), possession of weapons (30,100), and immigration (15,580). 21 Forty-one percent 
of the nation’s prison population did not have a high school diploma or GED prior to 
their conviction in comparison to 12% of the general population. Forty-nine percent of 
prisoners have some form of a learning disability or substance abuse diagnosis. 
Incarcerated people prior to incarceration, nearly had a $20,000 difference in their annual 
income as compared to those non-incarcerated. 

The Prison Policy Initiative reported that 39% of the prison population is white 
and 40% is African American. There are tremendous racial disparities regarding 
imprisonment, since blacks constitute only 13% of the United States population. Roughly 
2000 per 100,000 blacks are incarcerated as compared to 450 per 100,000 whites and 831 
per 100,000 Hispanics. 22 In the article Addressing Racial Disparities in Incarceration, 
Mauer affirmed the three elements causing such disproportions: 1) variances of law 

19 Adam Laptik, “The U.S. Prison System Dwarfs Other Countries,” The New York Times, April 
23, 2008, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/23/world/americas/23iht-23prison. 12253738.html. 

20 Tinman and Langdon, “National Crime Victimization Survey,” 1. 

21 “Population Statistics,” Federal Bureau of Prisons, August 5, 2017, https://www.bop. gov/ 
about/statistics/populationstatistics.jsp. 

22 Tinman and Langdon, “National Crime Victimization Survey,” 2. 
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enforcement practices, 2) harsher prosecution measures, and 3) maximization of 
sentencing. Author Michelle Alexander described the racial and social disparities that 
influence black lives as legalized discrimination. 23 In her novel The New Jim Crow, 
Alexander asserted that there is a direct correlation between Jim Crow and mass 
incarceration. 

The most obvious parallel between Jim Crow and mass incarceration is legalized 
discrimination. During Black History Month, Americans congratulate themselves 
for having put an end to discrimination against African Americans in 
employment, housing, public benefits, and public accommodations. 
Schoolchildren wonder out loud how discrimination could ever have been legal in 
this great land of ours. Rarely are they told that it is still legal. Many of the forms 
of discrimination that relegated African Americans to an inferior caste during Jim 
Crow continue to apply to huge segments of the black population today— 
provided they are first labeled felons. If they are branded felons by the time they 
reach the age of twenty-one (as many of them are), they are subject to legalized 
discrimination for their entire adult lives. 24 

Legalized discrimination and poverty tremendously impact not only the lives of 

African Americans but also of the society as a whole. Philosopher Lisa Guenther 

compares today’s penal system to the death of Lazarus. External factors that many 

returning citizens face following their release from prison is stigma, trauma, survival 

instincts, addiction, and meager employment. 

But Jesus tells the community to ‘unbind him’. Draw near. Beneath that 
intimidating appearance and the protective wrappings there is a fragile human. A 
story coming alive. The ramifications of mass incarceration are complex, yet 
society must offer ample resources to assist these men and women transition and 
not reoffend. 25 


23 Marc Mauer, “Addressing Racial Disparities in Incarceration,” The Prison Journal 91, no. 3 
(2011): 87S-101S. https://sentencingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Addressing-Racial- 
Disparities-in-Incarceration.pdf. 

24 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow (New York, NY: New Press Publishing, 2012), 146. 

25 Lisa Guenther, Death and Other Penalties: Philosophies in the time of Mass Incarceration 
(Waco, TX: Fordham University Press, 2005), 38. 
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The common denominator in what influences the quality of life a person is based 


upon their formal education attainment. Education lessens poverty. Education lessens 
imprisonment. Education lessens the probability of crime and incarceration. According to 
the Department of Education, the national graduation rate is 81%. 26 Ninety-three percent 
of whites, 89% of Asians, 87% of Blacks, and 66% of Hispanics have a high school 
diploma. Yet, there are tremendous achievement gaps between ethnicities. There is a 31- 
point achievement gap between black and white students. 27 The Coleman Report claimed 
that in both math and reading, the average black student in grade 12 is placed in the 13 th 
percentile of the score distribution, meaning that 87% of white students in grade 12 
scored ahead of their average black 12 th grade peers. 28 

Similarly, to mass incarceration and unemployment, inequitable school systems 
foster black children to become subjected to societal qualms. Eighteen percent of the 
preschool students in America are black. They also account for 42% of students with an 
out of school suspension and 34% of students who are expelled. The Obama 
Administration challenged public schools to Race to the Top, so that the achievement 
gaps can be narrowed; yet, with such variance in teaching methods, standardized testing 
and external factors that influence the success of students, not all children succeed. 

Variances in teaching techniques and harsher discipline measures along with 
facets of poverty will not assist a child in reaching his/her highest potential. In the article, 


26 “Graduation Rate,” Department of Education, September 23, 2017, http://www. doe.gov. 

27 “National Assessment of Educational Performance,” Department of Education, September 23, 
2017, http://www.nces.ed.gov, 1-36. 

28 James Coleman, “Equality of Educational Opportunities,” National Center for Educational 
Statistics (1964), https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED012275.pdf. 
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Rebuilding Inequity: The Re-emergency of the SchooI-to-Prison Pipeline in New Orleans, 


authors Ellen Tuzzolo and Damon Hewitt scrutinized the New Orleans city school district 
in their approach to educate the troubled teens. Tuzzolo and Hewitt found that over 
16,000 students placed in New Orleans’ alternative schools performed below the state’s 
achievement standards. New Orleans’ public alternative schools were referred to as 
having a prison-like atmosphere. The ratio of teachers to security guards in the schools 
ranged anywhere between 31-40, security guards with 2-4 New Orleans Police Officers 
as compared to only 21-30 teachers at any given time. Other quandaries concerning the 
alternative programs included a lack of basic resources such as textbooks, desk for 
students, class size exceeding 40 students, insufficient number of qualified teachers, no 
counseling services provided, special needs accommodations unmet, and no 
extracurricular activities for the students. 29 

As a result of the huge number of young people processed in the criminal justice 
system, school districts across the nation have altered their education and behavioral 
policies to prevent and reduce juvenile incarceration. Many school districts implement a 
“zero tolerance” policy. This policy encompasses a school’s behavioral guidelines and 
the punitive consequences of a child’s misconduct. This policy might include violations, 
such as prohibiting firearms, fighting, property damage, smoking, and truancy. Harsh 
disciplinary polices is the main source that has contributed to the dramatic increase of 
school-wide suspensions and expulsions. The duration of school suspension varies 


29 Ellen Tuzzolo and Damon Hewitt, “Rebuilding Inequality: The Reemergence of School to 
Prison Pipeline,” University of North Carolina Press, 2006, http://cretschmhd.psych.ucla.edu/nola/, 
volunteer/EmpiricalStudies/Rebuilding%20inequity%20-%20the%20re-emergence% 20of%20 the% 
20school-to-firm%20prison%20pipeline%20in%20new%20orleans.pdf. 
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according to each school district and the nature of the misconduct; collectively, expulsion 


means virtual exclusion from an educational setting. School suspension and expulsion 
precipitate dropping out of school, which is also referred to as the “the school to prison 
pipeline.” 

One in 10 white male high school dropouts were in prison or jail, whereas 52% of 

African American male high school dropouts were incarcerated by their early thirties. 30 

At the community level, placement schools are seen as the mark of a “bad” kid, a stigma 

that remains regardless of the efforts to improve the image of these schools. 

While alternative programs may be necessary in order to hold students, who are 
chronically and persistently disruptive and violent accountable and to ensure the 
safety of other students and faculty, these programs must be able to deliver quality 
education and not serve as an alternative to education. 31 

A National Crime Survey Report found that 37% of violent offenders aged 16 to 
19 were under the influence of drugs and/or alcohol while committing their offense. 32 
Another study conducted by the National Parents’ Resource Institute for Drug Education 
found that high school students who carried guns to school between 1993 and 1994, were 
14.5 times more likely to use cocaine, nearly twice as likely to drink alcohol, and thrice 
more likely to smoke marijuana. 33 Illicit drug use and carrying concealed weapons are 
definite grounds for dismissal from any educational setting. Despite schools’ effort to 


30 Bruce Guetzkow and John Western, Black Economic Progress in the Era of Mass Imprisonment 
(New York City, NY: Free Press 2002), 13. 

31 Tuzollo and Hewitt, “Rebuilding Inequality: The Reemergence of School to Prison Pipeline,” 1. 

32 “National Crime,” Bureau of Crime Statistics, August 3, 2017, https://www.bjs.gov/ index. 
cfm?ty=dcdetail&iid=245. 

33 “Adolescents Report,” National Parents ’ Resource Institute for Drug Education, August, 3, 
2017, https://www.dmgabuse.gov/parents-educators. 
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keep children safe through zero tolerance policies, they are faced with a greater challenge 


to edify even the delinquent youth. 

There is an impeding call nationwide to help our nations’ schools and children. 
Education is the only ticket out of a lifetime of poverty and social problems. Dismantling 
the school to prison pipeline will combat the socio-political disparities of this century. 
Public school systems must find ways to keep young people engaged in the classroom 
and out of jail. Thus, to provide an environment conducive to learning and avoid the 
marginalization of students, schools must effectively address the myriad of complex 
students’ needs that underline their misbehavior. 

A pivotal step to combat juvenile delinquency is to effectively identify and 
diagnosis any cognitive or physical impairments that hinder a child from learning. In 
2000, a national survey was conducted by the Center for Effective Collaboration and 
Practice and the National Center on Education Disability to determine the number of 
students in juvenile correctional and detention facilities who were eligible for special 
education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The 
findings from the survey included 47% students in correctional schools who were labeled 
as emotionally distributed. Thirty-eight percent students suffered from a specific learning 
impairment, whereas 10% were classified as mentally retarded. 34 One reason for this, in 
particular, is that there is such a huge variance among children being classified under the 
domain of special education or emotionally disturbed is due to the varied definition of 
disability and the evaluation procedure used by diagnosticians. The results showed a 


34 Richard Thompson, “Juvenile Delinquency and Special Education Law,” The Journal of 
Correctional Education 24, no. Issue (2008): 1-59. 
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prevalence of values varying between states with values ranging from as low as 9.1% to 
77%. 35 

Thus, to dismantle the school to prison pipeline, there must be collaborative effort 
from the school districts and offices of the juvenile corrections to implement more 
effective alternative education programs. There are four strategic methods that can be 
used to revamp the alternative educational settings and reduce the cycle of juvenile 
incarceration. These include: 1) Schools and correctional facilities must be accountable to 
effectively diagnose and offer treatment to adolescents with social disorders regardless of 
manpower or funding. It is imperative that they incorporate staff that is highly skilled and 
qualified to offer treatment or accommodations because they are in direct conflict with 
IDEA. 2) Schools must properly assess any physical or cognitive impairment of a teen 
and relay that information to alternative schools. 3) There must be mentorships 
incorporated into the school or detention center so that the students are aware not only of 
educational but also of the vocational opportunities. Lastly, juvenile corrections ought to 
provide transitional outreach programs on an outpatient basis to continuously providing 
intervention methods as youth transition back into the traditional school setting. 

The overall impact of public schools offering adequate alternative education in 
addition to the treatment of mental, emotional, or substance abuse better enables youth to 
make a smoother transition into the mainstream society. The reality is that public 
education works. 36 What doesn’t “work” is a society that is characterized by extreme 
inequality, where the poorest students are concentrated to the poorest schools. 

35 Thompson, “Juvenile Delinquency and Special Education Law,” 51. 

36 Salvotore Babomes, “How America is Failing its School,” Inequality.Org, last modified July 23, 
2015. https://inequality.org/research/america-failing-schools/. 
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It is imperative that the black church continues to proclaim the gospel of Jesus 

Christ; in addition, utilize the practical applications of Christ’s teachings and works 

alongside the social service agencies to narrow social disparities. The black church needs 

to identify and implement strategies that will remove the financial barriers, bridge the 

achievement gaps and health disparities that influx its community. The black church has 

shifted from a progressive movement to a historic monument. The black church is in 

disarray and is struggling to regain its position as the nucleus of the African American 

community. Despite there being bewilderment regarding which matter is the most critical 

and the basis for why the black church lost its prominence, the black church-goers 

unanimously agree that the black church needs to play a vital role in the social and 

economic growth of its community. In obedience to the teachings of Christ along with 

adhering to the call for social responsibility, the black church must reawaken and make 

pivotal strives to sustain, strengthen, and improve the lives of African American men, 

women, and children. Black liberation theologian James Cone wrote: 

The time has come where the black church should take advantage of government aid 
in order to strengthen and expands its mission. Gaining monetary support from the 
government does not mean that the church is conforming to worldly standards, but it 
does mean that the church has shifted from lecturing religion to demonstrating 
practical applications of religion. 37 

The black church must identify and practice the applications of Jesus’ love, 
devotion, and stewardship to enthuse liberty, edification, and prosperity to its people. 
Presently, the black church does not have any tangible results for its responsiveness in 
assuring equal opportunity and opulence for the blacks. Thus, to resume itself as an agent 
of change, the black church must: The black church must pronounce an organized stance 


37 Cone, For My People: Black Theology and the Black Church 158. 
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of principles. The black church must establish an annual campaign to financially support 
a specific program, research or charitable cause. The black church must continue its 
involvement with participation of faith-based initiatives sponsored by the government. 
The black church must use social media and other technologies strategies to engage 
millennials. If the black church were to follow these suggestive measures, perhaps it 
would regain its position and prominence as the nucleus in the African American 
community 



CHAPTER SIX 


PROJECT ANALYSIS 

Introduction 

“Movement to Momentum” is the personification of how the black church 
evolved throughout American history. The impact, engagement and results influenced by 
the black church and its leaders in dismantling social inequalities for people of color has 
dissipated. Particularly since the Civil Right Era, the black church is stagnant in assisting 
members of its community. The black church of today is not effective in creating 
significant changes as it did in former generations. From post slavery, to de facto 
segregation, to Jim Crow, it was the black church and its leaders that led political 
reforms, mandated equality, fought for unbiased legislation, equal housing, fair wages, 
and created higher institutions of learning for minorities. The black church was a catalyst 
in creating opportunities for those in society who were marginalized. The black church 
fostered hope and embodied empowerment to improve the social conditions of its 
community. 

The notoriety and effect of the Civil Rights Movement was influenced by the 
black church and its leaders. The church became the social agent of change in the 
community by extending its reach. The black church practiced its ministerial purpose by 
touching those in its pews on Sunday, and even reaching and touching the lives of those 
beyond the walls of the church. In the 25 th chapter of Matthew, the scripture identifies 
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Jesus having the desire for his followers to help those in need. Moreover, the social 
teachings of Christ mandates that it is the responsibility of the church to aid those 
marginalized, vulnerable and helpless. 

On August 28, 1963, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. gave a famous speech in 
Washington D. C. In his speech he described a nation “that one day will rise up and live 
up to its creed.” 1 The American creed is one of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness 
regardless of race, gender, socioeconomic status and origin. Following the death of the 
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., many people felt as though the movement for social 
justice ceased. Since Dr. King’s death, members of society ponder the need for continued 
advocacy toward justice. In addition, evidence in the country suggests that the fight for 
equality must continue. It is imperative to analyze reasons as to why expediency of the 
black church shifted. The purpose of this research study is to examine what caused this 
disengagement and to consider ways to reengage the black church in its community and 
society as a whole. Moreover, there is a need to strategize methods that can be 
implemented to foster social change within vulnerable populations. 

Webster Dictionary defines vulnerability as “the quality or state exposed to be the 
possibility of being attacked or armed, either physically or emotionally.” 2 The totality of 
the African American population is vulnerable comparatively to other racial groups. The 
vulnerability of the black community is poverty, illiteracy, high crime and mortality. 
According to the National Center of Children in Poverty, 10% of white children live in 
poverty compared to 33% of black children. At the end of 2017, federal and state prisons 

1 The Martin Luther King, Jr., “I Have a Dream” speech was delivered on August 28, 1963 at the 
Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC. 

2 Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary, “vulnerable,” merriam-webdster.com. 
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in the United States held about 475,900 black inmates and only 436,500 were white. 3 The 


health disparities between blacks and whites run deep, no matter the age or ailment. The 
notion of vulnerability tremendously affects the lives of African Americans. 

In his writing of The Gospel According to the Wiz, the Rev. Dr. Otis Moss III 
creates dialogue comparing life experiences of abandonment, poverty, lack of esteem and 
the ignorance of youth of color to biblical figures that had similar experiences. 4 In the 
novel, Rev. Moss compares Dorothy, the main character of the 1978 motion picture of 
the Wiz, to the life of Naomi found in the Bible. Dorothy, an orphan, whom experienced 
an unprecedented storm that displaced her life is compared to the tempest and trauma 
experienced by Naomi. Naomi was a window whose stability was uprooted by the death 
of husband. Naomi, like Dorothy, found themselves displaced from family journeying to 
reach a destiny. The storm of life forced Dorothy and Naomi to change their mindset, 
livelihood and relationships. Dorothy, Naomi and African Americans remain vulnerable 
and exposed to the possibility of being attacked or harmed, either physically or 
emotionally. Shannon Alder wrote, “Vulnerability gives us freedom, power and connects 
us to a network of injured souls. It is through the art of being real that we can heal 
yourself and others.” 5 

Luckily, Dorothy and Naomi both gained some measure of reprieve. Yet, their 
reprieve was not solely because of their well doing or motivation, but because there were 


3 John Gramlich, “The gap between the number of blacks and whites in prison is shrinking,” Pew 
Research Center, Fact Tank News by Numbers, pewresearch.org. 

4 Otis Moss, III, The Gospel According to the Wiz (Chicago, IL: Pilgrim Press, 2014), 3. 

5 Sharon Adler, The Narcissist Abuse Recovery’ Bible: Spiritual Recovery from Narcissistic and 
Emotional Abuse , Kindle Edition 2018, (Springville, UT: Plain Sight Publishing, 2018), 68. 
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people along the way that made an investment in their life. For Dorothy, it was a Tinman, 


Todo and Scarecrow that inspired Dorothy to keep pushing. For Naomi it was a Ruth and 
Boaz that challenged Naomi to see things from a different perspective. Greg Acts, Vice 
President of the Income and Benefits Policy Center of the Urban Institute commented, 
“The issue with poverty is that it is both a cause and consequence of factors in the 
economy and society and personal factors in the economy and society and personal 
decision.” 6 Although both accounts were fictitious, their stories resonate in the lives of 
African Americans. All persons experienced tribulations with sentiments of trauma, 
defeat, instability, loss of power and meager resources. 

In the Old Testament the children of Israel were delivered from the hands of 
Pharaoh. Following liberation from slavery the children of Israel were occupied with 
tradition, idol worship, merriment and unstructured endeavors. The children of Israel 
remembered their victory yet failed to express gratitude through worship and ministry. In 
the Bible, the prophet Amos pre-warned there would be a time of chaos and 
complacency. This would be a time where religious leaders would uphold religious 
practices and traditions over the relationships and ministry to the people of God and those 
that were unbelievers. During the time of the children of Israel’s disarray, they were 
astute and slothful in being grounded for what laid ahead. Comparatively, when Brown 
vs. Board of Education passed, and when the Voting Rights Act of 1964 was enacted, 
African Americans were elated. Thereafter, a moment of compliancy occurred; and it 


6 Greg Acts, “By Race White Children Make Up the Biggest Percentage of America’s Poor,” Fact 
Sheet, National Center of Children in Poverty, January 21, 2020. NCCP.org 
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continues to impede the quality of life and progress for black people. This paradigm is 
that of the Mt. Zion Baptist Church of Woodlawn. 

Mt. Zion Baptist Church Woodlawn encompasses a rich history of Christian 
believers fighting for social justice. Since its inception, Mt. Zion embodied the principles 
of love, discipleship and evangelism. The context in which Mt. Zion served was through 
social refonn and advocacy. Mt. Zion was pivotal during the Civil Rights Era. It was one 
of many churches that provided resources to the movement. The Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC) was founded at the church. As time transpires, Mt. Zion 
lost focus of civic engagement. Mt. Zion is no longer a beacon of hope demanding 
progress and provision for members in its community. Author Steve Maraboli said, “Too 
much action with too little intent makes for wasteful exertion of energy and the confusion 
between movement and progress.” 7 

Having slightly under 300 members and despite over a half million-dollar budget, 
Mt. Zion is not effective. The community in which it surrounds is a vulnerable 
community. The village of Woodlawn is tousled with socioeconomic disadvantages 
compared to other nearby areas. The church does not have a pantry, clothing closet, GED 
program or sober recovery initiatives. Mt. Zion does not have an early childhood center 
nor workforce development due to a lack of engagement and coordination. There is a 
need in that community by virtue of the context in which Mt. Zion reigns. There is 
analysis needed to gauge why the church became trepid. It is vital that reasoning and 
problem solving come into fruition in order to safeguard and transform life experiences. 


7 Michael Sauter, “Faces of Poverty: What racial, social groups are more likely to experience,” 
October 10, 2018, USA Today, www.usatoday.corn/story/money/economy/2018/10/10/faces-poverty- 
social-racial-factors/37977173. 
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It is the belief of this writer/researcher that if the Mt. Zion were to reexamine its 
early history of civic and social engagement, thus recognizing its role in social and 
economic justice for people of color, it will then see how it has lost its luster, spirit and 
power. This examination along with the recognition of what our faith in Jesus Christ calls 
us to do can help to rekindle the desire to reengage the community in the practices of 
faith and social action. This can come about through direct planning, targeting and 
equipping members to reengage. 


Methodology 

The purpose of this narrative is to analyze Mt. Zion Baptist Church specifically to 
gauge how it can become reengaged and progressive toward the social needs of its 
members and community. In addition, there is a need to compare past research to 
determine if there had been a variance of reasons that impeded the effectiveness of the 
black church. In October of 2010, twenty African American men and women were randomly 
selected to complete a questionnaire (See Appendix A] regarding the black church. The 
survey consisted of twenty items that pertained to gender, age, religious affiliation, political 
engagement and opinions regarding the black church. The questionnaire was completed by 
ten males and ten females in Dayton, Ohio. Four of the respondents were between the ages 
of eighteen and twenty-five; eight were between the ages of twenty-sx and thirty-three-and 
eight were thirty-four years of age and older. Nineteen respondents were registered voters 
and voted during the last presidential and local elections. Eighteen answered they were 
active members in their church, and only one responded that they were not involved with a 


ministry or auxiliary in their church. 
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While 100% of the respondents agreed the church should play a vital role in the 
socioeconomic growth in the community which it dwells, yet only 65% stated they never 
heard their pastor encourage political engagement from the pulpit. Seventy percent 
answered that they believed the church has not been socially or political conscience since 
the Civil Rights Era. Furthermore, 60% said their church had implemented initiatives to 
address matters that jeopardize the African American community; nonetheless, all 
respondents said they church was ineffective in the execution of their programming. Sixty 
percent of the surveyors agreed that the education was the greatest challenge facing the 
African American community. Thirty-five percent answered health care, and 5% said that 
jobs were an issue. The survey also identified the greatest barriers facing the usefulness of 
the black church in responding to the above issues. 70% replied there was no strategic plan; 
25% stated there was no leader; and 5% believed the black church was not financial solvent 
to address such matters. 

Other findings from the survey were that eighteen people attended church in the 
city and only one attended church in the suburb and rural community. Thirteen were 
Baptist affiliate; four were African Methodist Episcopal; and two were non-denominational. 
Eleven participants said they were tithers and nine were not tithing. Eleven people 
described their church as middle class; seven considered their church to have a diverse 
socioeconomic status while two answered that the church was poor. Members that attended 
churches in the city stated that the greater barrier with the black church addressing African 
American disparities was due to the absence of a leader while one person that attended a 
rural church said that money was an issue. All of the women respondents chose education 
as being the biggest barrier in the black community while all males responded that jobs and 


health care as a problem. 
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Although the questionnaire offered some insight on the perceptions of African 
Americans and the black church, there were several boundaries to the research. One of 
the limitations of the research was that it was an extremely small sample size. Another 
restriction was that the participants were not given a working definition of the black 
church and what it meant or means to be the black church; therefore, the participants may 
vary in their definition of what exactly the black church is. As study on this topic 
continues, researchers should further explore comparatively the respondents among 
individuals older than 65 and younger than 35 and by geographies. There may be 
implications that vary due to the location and age of respondents. Lastly, a Likert scale 8 
should be used in determining what exactly are the most pressing issues of the church and 
plans to solve the disparities. 

In January of 2020, a thirty-question survey (See Appendix A) was developed and 
disseminated through email, text and social media forums. The survey consisted of two 
types of questioning. One portion asked a variation of questions which will prompt 
responses on a Likert scale or close ended replies. The other portion of the survey consist 
of multiple-choice responses. The questionnaire took no more than ten minutes to 
complete. Participants completed the survey on a voluntary basis. Participants did not 
receive compensation. The writer intends to disseminate the survey to members of the 
Mt. Zion Baptist Church Woodlawn. 


8 A Likert Scale is a psychometric scale commonly involved in research that employs 
questionnaires. It is one of the most widely used question types in a survey to measure respondents’ 
agreement with a variety of statements. 
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The goal is to have a minimum of fifty survey responses. The premise of the data 
collection will foster conversation, prioritization and implementation in how the black 
church can go from monument back to movement. The necessity of the proposed research 
is to strengthen the ministerial works, engagement, morale and fellowship of Mt. Zion 
Baptist Church and its community. A survey was chosen for accessibility and feasibility 
reasons. The survey was created through Survey Monkey at no cost. As a result of the 
survey being electronic, the scope of dissemination was broad. 

Implementation 

In order to characterize the position and responsibility of the black church to its 
community, the writer began to research the opinions and perception of the black church 
and its congregants in hopes to identify the mission of the black church and to evaluate 
the barriers and efficiency of its objectives. While utilizing published works in describing 
historic and biblical perspectives on how the black church is powered, the author also 
participated in field research to further grasp the ideologies of African Americans and the 
black church. 

The researcher intentionally targeted employed African Americans who were 
eighteen years of age and older with an active email or social media account. The author 
sent a mass email, text and social media alert encouraging people to complete the survey. 
During the time of this analysis, Mt. Zion experienced a transition of pastors. Out of 
respect and sensitivity, the survey was not publicly distributed to church members. The 
goal of the survey was to access how the church can be reengaged, not to agitate bias 
opinions to influence why the church leadership faltered. The researcher modified the 
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target audience from Mt. Zion parishioners to those associated with the author’s social 
media platforms who are coworkers, classmates, associates, fraternal peers and family. 
They were asked to complete the survey. The researcher intentionally chose to extend the 
questionnaire beyond Mt. Zion in order to gain a collective opinion of African 
Americans. To better understand the conditions of the African American community, it 
was detennined that an analysis could not solely be from a specific context but beyond 
the context. Between January 28, 2020 until February 6, 2020 the survey was accessible 
through Survey Monkey. Seventy-five alerts were sent requesting individuals to complete 
the survey. 

Acquisition of insight from those not associated with Mt. Zion is important. It is 
imperative to evaluate information from different perspectives. Too often when members 
of group are committed for an extended period of time, core values, beliefs, attitudes and 
customs are not easily modified. Group think sets in and stagnates development and 
progression. Even the author had tenure at Mt. Zion as the youth and young adult 
minister. Gaining data from people outside of the context could shed light in how the 
black community feels overall instead of a segment of the community. Despite the 
alteration of targeting a specific population (Mt. Zion members), the survey still served a 
purpose. 

The participation rate of survey completions was 56%. A total of forty-two people 
participated in the survey. Seventy-eight percent of respondents attend church. Seventy- 
one percent identified being a member of a predominantly black church. The majority 
agreed that the church should have influence and the capability to make the world a better 
place. Seventy-six percent agreed that the black church is actively engaged in its 
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community. Seventy-one percent responded the world would worsen if the church was 
not engaged in civic matters. 

Overall, data supports the writer’s hypothesis of African Americans agreeing that 
the black church should be involved in civic matters that influence and affect the black 
community. The first point was that 92% of participants agreed that it is the church’s 
responsibility to feed the hungry, house the homeless, reduce illiteracy and advocate for 
criminal justice reform. Comparatively, 92% agreed that the government too has a 
responsibility in dissolving social inequalities. In addition, there are five interesting 
notions drawn from the research. 

The first point gleamed from the data supports there is an overwhelming 
admission of people who agree that black churches place tradition over relationships. 
Forty-six percent of respondents said they attend church due to tradition, compared to 
39% attending church out of relationship with God. Seven percent of respondents said 
they attend church for support and 6% of fellowship. 


Reasons People Attend Church 



■ Tradition ■ Relationship with God ■ Fellowship ■ Support 
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A second point identified from the study was that although the majority of people 
agree that it is the church’s role and responsibility to fight for social justice, only half said 
their pastor encourages them to be involved. Forty-one percent responded their pastor 
does not encourage them to do better in their community. Poor leadership (32.1%), over 
reliance on the government (28.5%), and both having a lack of funding and visibility 
(21.4) contribute to why the black church is ineffective in helping vulnerable people. 
Ninety percent agreed that the black church loss its prominence in fighting for social 
reform compared to the black church of the 1950s and 1960s. 

The third element of the data supports that people do not attend church. 

Individuals not planted in a ministry that is purpose driven can foster why society has 
multiple qualms. Participants said they do not attend church because they have other 
commitments during worship service. Fifty-five percent are busy; 27.5% felt rejection 
from the church; 14.2% perceived their theology as different than the church ;and 8% did 
not believe in a higher power. All of these factors contribute to the lack of engagement 
and progress within any community. 

Fifty percent agreed that if the church receive help from the government, the 
community would be in better positioning. Whether the church leads or governmental 
assistance is granted, the community still is undecided in what matter to tackle first. 
Strategies have to be implemented to dissolve the injustices, yet people are not on one 
accord in deciding the plan of action. Only 11% of survey participants identified 
healthcare as a concern. Seventeen percent identified mass incarceration as an issue, 
while employment (24%) was the second highest concern and education (51%) as the 
most pivotal. 
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Seventy-two percent of respondents said their pastor discusses social justice 
during bible study, church meetings or sermons. If there is not motivation from religious 
figures to be engaged in social matters, it cannot trickle down to its parishioners. Pastors 
lead by example. In order for members to be mobilized and enthused to create social 
change, they have to take a stance from leaders of the church. 
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Other Commitments Do not Believe in Higher Rejection or not accepted Disagreement of Theology 

Power 


There were three obstacles within the project. The first concern was the inability 
to gather data from Mt. Zion Baptist Church members. What was deemed as an 
advantage was also a disadvantage. Mt. Zion members have firsthand knowledge and 
experience to attest to the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of their ministerial works. Mt. 
Zion was involved during the Civil Rights Era and has influence in its community during 
the 1950s and 1960s. Had Mt. Zion completed the survey, it could have served as a self- 
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assessment. Mt. Zion’s responses could have become a comparative analysis with those 
that were not members of the church. 


Most Significant Problem(s] within African American 

Community 


Criminal Justice Reform 
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In addition, it would have been beneficial to have a comparison of data by age 
groups. The notion of movement to monument insinuates progressive mobility to 
recessive ideologies. It would have been meaningful to see how tenure age groups of 
blacks perceive societal issues compared to younger age groups. Perhaps there could 
have been the potential encounters with people who lived during the Civil Rights Era that 
are members of Mt. Zion. Likewise, Millennials and Generation Y could have discussed 
how their fight for social justice in the 21 st century is significantly different than past 
generations. Millennials and Generation Y have not organized a historic March on 
Washington. Neither generations led a historic boycott that tremendously jeopardized the 


16 
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economy and workforce. In the words of Dr. King, “If I cannot do great things, I can do 
small things in a great way.” 9 Millennials and Generation Y can be as influential as past 
generations. The church needs to identify the strength of both generations in order to 
impact change in the black community. We have to connect Dr. King’s dream to 
President Obama’s “Yes we Can.” There is a need to recommit the Little Rock Nine to 
Gene a Six. There is a need to motivate people from “sit ins” to “hands up, don’t shoot.” 
Although technology has an advantage of disseminating the information in a timely 
manner, it too can be a disadvantage. Electronic surveys do not allow those who do not 
have WiFi, email or cellphone access to participate. Exploring face-to face interviews 
could have been an option as well. 

Opinions about the Church & Community 


No 

Yes I 
0 

■ Do you think churches that are predominatly African American more effective in helping people 
of color respond to civic matters 

■ Do you think the black church is effective in responding to matters that affect black people 

■ Do you think if Christian churches were not involved that society would be in a worser 
condition 


10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 


9 This quote from Martin L. King, Jr. is found in the work of Dorain Wanzer, “The Legacy of Dr. 
Martin Luther King: Small Great Things,” Blog.nache.org., January 17, 2020. 
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Another variable that caused limitation within the research was the inability to 
measure effectiveness. The author did not identify what effectiveness meant nor 
identified ways to measure if certain mechanism would be significant. Is civic 
engagement and social justice based upon church membership in the area? The concept 
of black churches engaged in civic matters are sometimes measured by implementations 
of daycare programs, organizing prison ministries or inventory of a clothing pantry. Does 
the success of church minimize incarceration rates of their community? The notion of 
effectiveness was not measured in this study. If this research were to continue, it would 
be helpful to identify a method for categorizing effectiveness. 

Does your Pastor Ask the Church to Assist with Social 

Inequalities 


No _ 

Y<. 

i V 13.6 13.8 14 14.2 14.4 14.6 14.8 15 15.2 
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Do you think the African American church is Effective 


No 


Yes 

18.5 19 19.5 20 20.5 21 21.5 22 22.5 23 23.5 


An added limitation of the study was the survey being offered solely electronic. 
There are some in society that are intimidated by technology or that do not have 
accessibility to the survey. There should have been other means to collect data such as 
paper surveys and small group interviews. Following data collection, the author identified 
that not all thirty questions were asked via Survey Monkey. Results show all thirty 
questions were not answered during the time of the survey. The author was able to 
determine what led to the questions not being published. 

• The black church was extremely influential in resolving social disparities during 
the 1950s and 1960s. 

• The black church has maintained its prominence and effectiveness in helping 
resolve disparities that affect the lives of African Americans. 

• The black church should take personal responsibility for the conditions of the 
African American community. 

• All churches should be concerned about the social welfare of the black 
community. 
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• There is no need for the black church. 

• Do you attend a predominately African American church? 

• Have you read any passages in the bible to support it being a Christian’s 
responsibility to help in civic matters such as feeding the hungry, housing the 
homeless, reducing illiteracy, advocating for criminal justice reform, etc. 

Despite the limitations of the data, the author was able to affirm the hypothesis. 
Statistical analysis supports the idea of African Americans perceiving it is the 
responsibility of the church to be as instrumental in social and civic matters as the 
government, if not more. The figures affirm that since the 1950s and 1960s, black 
churches lack momentum and tenacity to empower members of its community. It will be 
constructive to explore ways to reengage the black church and its community. 

Summary of Learning 

It is imperative that the black church continues to proclaim the gospel of Jesus 
Christ by utilizing practical applications of Christ’s teaching. The black church needs to 
identify and implement strategies that will close the financial barriers, achievement gap 
and health disparities that influx its members. During the 1950s and 1960s, the black 
church not only served as institute for worship and religious customs but was also pivotal 
as an advocate in assuring sociopolitical equalities for the African American community. 
Now that time has transpired, the back church has shifted from a progressive movement 
to a historic monument. The black church is in disarray and is struggling to regain its 
position as the nucleus of the African American community. 

As a thirty-eight-year-old African American preacher, I see the African American 
community differently than others. I see the black community as a network of places and 
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people who share common interest and are drawn together by choices and actions. One of 


the greatest strengths that must be portrayed for the welfare of our community is the 
ability to sacrifice. When I think about our past, I am profoundly humbled to know that 
my ancestors were those willing to endure pain beyond measure. They felt compelled to 
stand up to make, if not a better day, a better tomorrow. Mothers had their children taken 
from them, yet they still awaken in the morning to care for slave masters’ children. 
Fathers bore sons and saw them auctioned off to slavery. My ethnicity is a people of 
tremendous courage and strength. Blacks were dragged from restaurants, beaten, hosed, 
and hung for the purpose of advocating for social justice. 

The isolation and abandonment of African Americans in society parallel with a 
biblical reference. The book Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge ofWomanist God- 
Talk by Delores Williams illustrate the social dilemma African Americans face even after 
being liberated. The premise of the Sisters in the Wilderness is to discuss theology from a 
feminist perspective. Sisters of the Wilderness assimilates and compares the stories of 
Hagar to experiences of African Americans who were held captive by an oppressor. 

When liberation came, they yet periodically struggled in determining if oppression was 
better than freedom. 10 

Hagar’s story is found in the 16 th chapter of Genesis. In her story there are several 
issues that resound beyond a married man conceiving a child with his wife’s handmaid. 
When Hagar birthed the child, she did not remain in the kingdom long because of the 
treatment from Sara. Hagar fled to the wilderness. Although Hagar and her child were 


10 Delores Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge ofWomanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis, 2013), 480. 
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starved and desolate, Hagar refused to be go back to oppression. Their allegory compares 
black folks to having the need to return to the church. Despite the issues, drama and 
rejection caused in or from the church, like the shame and guilt of Hagar, we contemplate 
in going back. God sent an angel to Hagar to have her and child return to Sara. God 
refused for them to remain in deplorable conditions of the wilderness. Despite the 
shortcomings of the black church, people still need to find their way back to God. 

The Old Testament reminds me of “must see” television with its stories of sex, 
lust, envy, jealous, and betrayal; however, through all that mess, God still provided for 
his people over and over again. As a kid I watched Power Rangers, and for twenty-four 
minutes they would be losing to the bad guy, and as soon I thought the end was near, the 
Power Rangers would defeat their enemies. God is more powerful than the Power 
Rangers or their enemies. On a consistent basis, God gains the victory each and every 
time. God wins daily through his remarkable and unbeatable grace and mercy. 

As early as the 16th century, it has been documented that man has made decisions 
based upon their communities’ value system. A value system is comprised of various acts 
and behaviors that are deemed either right or wrong. Value systems adhere to a 
community's sense of works, responsibility and character. Throughout history, value 
systems have derived from religious and sacramental occurrences. Perhaps the Christian 
faith system was established by Christ during his Sermon on the Mount in 16 A.D. 11 . 
Christ delivered the Sennon on the Mount to publicly affirm practices that were 
designated for his people, and its purpose was to serve as a blueprint for them in life. 


11 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, 480. 
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Dissimilar to the Christian value system are moral judgments. Moral judgments 
are decisions and actions chosen by non-Christians in living life. There is no particular 
interest in the bettennent of all people, but moral judgments are based upon 
individualistic satisfaction and desires. 

Taking a look at the black church moving from monument back into movement 
creates discussion and raises a plethora of ideas in how to mobilize. The assessment of 
categorizing needs, barriers and perceptions of the black church and its service to the 
African American community is profound. Having created this project stretched my 
opinion and response offering ministerial works through the social teachings of Christ. 
Research data supports there’s a shift in the perception and movement of the black 
church. Statistics affirm there is a need for the black church; and without the church’s 
support, its community will demise. The exploration of people’s perception and 
agreement of the black church is varied. There needs to be continued study in how the 
black church can transition from monument back to movement. 

In summary there are multiple learnings the author found in completing the 
project. The first discovery is the overarching concern for the need of church. Not all of 
survey participants believed in a higher power. Nor did all of them identify as being 
actively involved in a Christian church. Data suggest people stray from the church due to 
a sense of rejection. Past history suggests there was rejection based upon race and 
theology. Hence, this variation was also because of religious denominations and 
affiliates. Rev. Richard Allen, the founder of the African American Methodist Episcopal 
Church denomination began that affiliation after being thrown out of a white church for 
praying. There needs to be conversations about why people feel rejection by the church 



137 


of today. And churches need to demonstrate mindfulness in embracing all people. Is 
contemporary rejection caused by race, sexual identity and orientation or other unknown 
variables? 

Another discovery is there continuing to be members of our community that fail 
to recognize or acknowledge a higher power. If society continues to have an increasing 
numbers of those that are non-believers, then the church has lost its essence of 
evangelism. What efforts are undergoing where African American churches are heavily 
influenced to evangelize? Comparatively to non-African American churches, they appear 
to thrive with evangelism and community involvement. Other churches that are 
multicultural and mixed race were deemed as being more effective in vulnerable 
communities than those that make up the racial composition of the community and the 
church that resides within the community. The black church needs to identify and become 
adaptable to more meaningful evangelic approaches. If the church is unwilling to go out, 
then people will be unwilling to come in and receive spiritual transfonnation. 

An alternative discovery gained was that the African American church is eager to 
celebrate their past victories. The black church acclaims fonner achievements but cannot 
put into action new triumphs. Mt. Zion Baptist Church of Woodlawn is a great example. 
In September of 2019, the church celebrated its 150 Church Anniversary. The church 
gave homage to founding members. Mt. Zion gave salutes to politicians that came to the 
church to share political initiatives. Mt. Zion gave flowers, made monetary donations, 
engraved plagues and even appeared on television. Despite that level of success, how has 
its success resonated in the actual community? The community of Woodlawn, Ohio, 
continues to struggle with sustainability. When you ask residents of Woodlawn are they 
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familiar with Mt. Zion, they will answer “yes.” They know it is the church on the corner, 
and that it’s been in the community for a long time. People know Mt. Zion is physically 
there. People do not respond that they feel engagement from its presence. Mt. Zion stands 
as a building in the community instead of part of the community. 

At times, Mt. Zion seems to operate with a limited Christology of worshipping 
only the divine nature of Christ. While that is the great the person of our faith, the man on 
earth, Jesus, is over shadowed and congregants miss the importance of human interaction. 
Human interaction of not just dwelling with those who say they are followers and doers 
of Christ but human interaction of how the believers should interact with the non¬ 
believers and those who live in the margins of life is important. When one speaks of 
those who live in the margins of life, the reference is made to those who society deems as 
the social outcast. Throughout the course of Christ’s ministry, Christ befriended and 
Christ loved those who had faced ridicule, persecution from their families, community 
and society as a whole. 

In the book Jesus and the Disinherited, Howard Thurman has two chapters 
entitled love and hate. In studying the life and times of Jesus Christ, one can take away 
the notion his life dealt with love and hate as well as the battle of good vs evil. 
Throughout his earthly years, Jesus worked to show his fellow brethren and sisters how 
to overcome hate and that was through a lens of love. Love is the best way to connect us 
as people back to the hands of God, the family. God sent his son Jesus as an irreplaceable 
gift, a gift that was purposeful and meaningful wrapped in a bow of love. Love is the 
essence of what salvation means to Christ. A sense of love is what the foundation of 
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ministry looks like. It is a non-judgmental, committed to uplifting mankind and 
enhancing the world that we live in. 

Being an assembly in an area compared to a living organism that is fluid is 
different. Mt. Zion has accomplished tremendous work. The years of longevity speak 
values to its mission. Mt. Zion needs to continue its mission, yet the path it takes to 
accomplish its mission should vary. The social dilemmas in the black church simply do 
not affect Mt. Zion, but all churches. How does the churches of today deal with new 
social dilemmas? Social dilemmas include that of poverty, mass incarceration, illiteracy, 
health disparities, environmental racism and other matters that need to be addressed by 
the church. And the church has a responsibility to safeguard and create opportunities that 
protect all people, even if it is through resources from the government. Data suggest that, 
regardless if people go to church or not, believe in God or not, that it is the responsibility 
of the church to help world. 

One other idea from the research is the church may need to modify ways it offers 
support to the community. In the past, the religious leaders of the black church led 
marches, sit-ins, boycotts and forums to stir up awareness and advocacy. Perhaps the 
church should pursue new methods such as blogging, social media platform, economic 
protest and gentrification. Similar to other organized bodies, there has to be adjustments 
made. A changing of the methods is needful, like the education system that no longer 
utilizes paper textbook but E books. Or instead of using payphones, we now have mobile 
devices. The church has to identify new ways to address issues of the 21 st century. There 
is a need to feel reengaged with the community. The black church must become the 
church without walls. Mimicking other grassroots movement such as Black Lives Matter, 



Obama Presidential Campaign, and #MeToo that foster changed, the church has to 
celebrate less inside the church and look at creative ways to become engaged on the 
outside of the church. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the African American church is perceived as needing to gain 
community partners and remain grounded in its Christian principles to help society. The 
church and government can work hand in hand. The church can inspire and motivate 
people through the social teachings of Christ and do impactful ministry. Ministry is 
feeding the homeless, helping those disenfranchised, illiterate, ill, impoverished, mentally 
ill, vulnerable and lost. Public opinion and statistics support the need and impact of the 
church being valuable in its community. The church can reverse its past while 
progressing toward the future. The effectiveness of the church relies on the church being 
willing to explore new methods of support. The church cannot be efficient if it is not 
perceived as part of the community in which it stands. The church should encompass a 
body of believers committed to fulfilling God’s call to love and to go. The African 
American church is the epitome of advocacy for the social teachings of Christ, yet the 
black church has to become more engaged in order to foster those teachings to be 
tangible in the lives of its community. 

The black church was once the nucleus of the African American community and 
the pillar in society that challenged, advocated and mandated equality in every realm of. 
During the times of slavery, the black church hid slaves in an effort to conduct the 
Underground Railroad. During the time of Reconstruction blacks led industrial 
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companies and organized historic black colleges and universities (HBCUs). During Jim 
Crow African American churches mobilized advocacy organizations to challenge 
legislation. During the Civil Rights Era black churches organized sit ins and freedom 
riders. Following the death of the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., there was a shift in 
momentum in African American churches being a beacon of hope for their communities. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, the black community experienced a different face of 
oppression. Blacks no longer experienced overt racism and segregation. The 80s and 90s 
were plagued with racial profiling, illicit drug use, poverty and mass incarceration. 
Governmental agencies such as the Department of Agriculture, Housing of Urban 
Development (HUD) and Departments of Family and Children Services imploded in 
offering aid to minorities. The rates in which African Americans were channeled through 
those systems suggested there was a shift in how black churches responded to the needs 
of its community. Society gained the notion that African Americans had an overreliance 
on government aid instead of “pulling themselves up by their bootstraps.” 

In the book of Amos, the prophet declared there will become a time when the 
children of God are “at ease and complacent in Zion.” That sentiment personifies the 
historical timeline of the African American church. When the government did not offer 
support nor gave equal opportunities, the black church sought to create an even playing 
field. The black church founded schools, medical centers and orphanages. The black 
church fed homeless and clothed the naked. The black church prior to the 1960s 
demonstrated the fulfillment of the social teachings of Christ. Matthew 25:34-40 inspires 
the children of God to morally and ethically be concerned, and moved to action in 
improving the social conditions of fellow man. 



APPENDIX A 


PARTICIPANTS’ SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Participants’ Survey Questionnaire 

The Black Church: From Movement to Monument 

Please circle the response that applies to your demographics and opinion about matters 
pertaining to the growth and/or stagnation of the Black Church. 


1. What is your age? 

18-25 

26-33 

34-up 

2. What is your gender? 

Male 

Female 

3. Are you a registered voter? 

Yes 

No 

4. Did you vote in the last presidential campaign? 

Yes 

No 

5. Did you vote in the local elections (mayoral, sheriff, city council; etc.)? 

Yes 

No 

6. Do you attend a predominately black church? 

Yes 

No 

7. Where is your church located? 

City 

Suburb 

Rural 

8. What is your church denominational affiliation? 

Baptist 

AME 

Apostolic 

Church of God in Christ 
Other 
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9. Are you active in your church (involved in ministry, official board, choir, usher; 
etc)? 

Yes 

No 

10. Are you a tither? 

Yes 

No 

11. Describe the majority of parishioners of the church? 

Poor- Working Class 
Working Class - Middle 
Middle Class- Affluent 
All of the above 

12. Does your pastor promote political involvement from the pulpit (ask parishioners 
to vote, contact congress representatives, engage in political processes; etc)? 

Yes 

No 

13. Does your church host any community initiatives (food pantry, clothing drive, 
health screenings, school, daycare; etc.)? 

Yes 

No 

14. Should churches play a vital role in the social and economic growth of 
communities? 

Yes 

No 

15. Following the Civil Rights Era, do you think your church has been socially and 
politically conscience? 

Yes 

No 

16. Presently, what would you say is the most important matter the church should 
address? 

Health disparities 
Education 

Job creation/training 

17. Has your church implemented a plan to address that issue? 


Yes 

No 
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Has your church executed a plan to address any of the above issues? 

Yes 

No 

18. What would you say is the biggest barrier for churches to become the pillar for 
implementing social and economic growth in communities? 

No strategic plan 
No leader 

Not financial solvent 

19. Was your church effective in its plan to lessen social, medical, educational 
disparities that affect its African American congregants? 


Yes 

No 


From Movement to Monument Survey 

Do you believe that civic matters such as feeding the hungry, housing the homeless, 
reducing illiteracy, advocating for criminal justice reform; etc., is a Christian’s 
responsibility? 

Do you believe social matters such as feeding the hungry, housing the homeless, reducing 
illiteracy, advocating for criminal justice reform should be the responsibility of the 
government? 

Have you read any passages in the bible to support it being a Christian responsibility to 
help in civic matters such as feeding the hungry, housing the homeless, reducing 
illiteracy, advocating for criminal justice reform, etc? 

Do you think Christian churches in American are involved in civic matters such as 
feeding the hungry, housing the homeless, reducing illiteracy, advocating for criminal 
justice reform; etc.? 

Do you think that if Christian churches were not involved that society would be in a 
worse condition? 

Do you attend church? 

Do you attend a predominately African American church? 

Does your pastor ever discuss civic matters during a sermon, bible study or lecture? 

Does you pastor ask for your church to do things that will help resolve social 
inequalities? 
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Do you think it is the African American church’s role to be involved in civic matters (i.e. 
criminal justice, socioeconomic status, environmental matters, education, health; etc.)? 

During the 1950s and 10960s, do you think the black church was actively engaged in 
civic matters? 

Do you think the black church was effective in resolving social inequalities that affected 
monitories and people of color during the 1950s and 1960s? 

Do you think the African American church of today is effective in responding to matters 
that effect black people? 

Do you think the African American church of today is engaged in resolving social 
inequalities that affect black people? 

Do you think churches that are not predominately African American are more effective in 
helping people of color respond to civic matters? 

Do you think the condition of the black community will worsen without help from the 
black church? 

Do you think the condition of the black church will improve with governmental 
assistance? 

Do you feel there is a need for the black church? 

On a scale from 1 to 4. one being the most important and 4 being the least important, 
please rate what you think are reasons why people are not as engaged in attending church 

_Other commitments (employment, parenting, sports events; etc.). 

_People do not believe in higher power 

_People feel rejected or not accepted by the church 

_Disagreement with theology 

On a scale from 1 to 4, one being the most important and 4 being the least important, 
please rate reasons why people attend church. 

_Tradition 

_Relationship with God 

_Fellowship 

_Support 


On a scale from 1 to 4, one being the most important and 4 being the least important, 
please rate what you think is the most significant problem(s) affecting the African 
American community? 

_Poor educational opportunities 

_Inadequate employment opportunities 
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_Health Disparities 

_Criminal justice reform 

On a scale from 1 to 4, one being the most important and 4 being the least important, 
please rate reasons you propose the black church is not as engaged in civic matters. 

_Poor leadership 

_Lack of funding 

_Over reliance on the government and/or external factors 

_Lack of visibility in the community 

Answer the following questions. Please indicate your responses using the Likert scaling: 

1 strongly disagree, 2 disagree 3, uncertain, 4 agree, 5 strongly agree. 

Historically the black church was the nucleus of the African American community. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

The black church was extremely influential in resolving social disparities during the 
1950s and 1960s. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

The black church has maintained its prominence and effectiveness in helping resolve 
disparities that affect the lives of African Americans. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

The black church should take personal responsibility for the conditions of the African 
American community. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

All churches should be concerned about the social welfare of the black community. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 


There is no need for the black church. 
1 2 


3 


4 


5 
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